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ABSTRACT 
Atomic energy burst into the world's consciousness in August 1945 when the United 
States detonated its second atomic weapon on the Japanese seaport of Hiroshima. Over 
the next twenty years Australians encountered atomic technology from both a distance 
and closer to home. On the international stage they witnessed a series of dramas: the 
media circus of the 1946 Bikini trials, the outpouring of enthusiastic rhetoric about 
atomic possibilities, the U.S. and U.S.S.R.'s failure to reach agreement on the 
international control of atomic weapons, reports of long term consequences of the 
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the frightening development of the hydrogen 
bomb. Closer to home they observed the British atomic tests at Maralinga and Monte 
Bello, the mining and export of uranium and debates about Australian nuclear power. 
This thesis is not concerned with these events themselves but with their depiction in the 
public sphere. It examines the authoring of these narratives and their evolution over 
time, arguing that the resulting discourses suggested limits to the public's understanding 
of nuclear issues. The process of shaping these atomic narratives ranged from direct 
censorship to more subtle persuasion: the repetition of certain ideas and the denial or 
disregarding of others; the publication or withholding of certain images; the use of 
familiar metaphors and language; and the recourse to scientific or political authority. 
Radiation and the perspective of the bomb's victims were slighted, while power, safety, 
and the survival of the West were emphasised. The thesis also explores several themes 
over the twenty year period: the odd juxtaposition of atomic energy's fear with awe; the 
tension between atomic energy's 'newness' and attempts to normalise, contain and 
make it familiar; and Australia's attempts to participate in the nuclear adventure. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In early April 1956 Mrs F.M. Blaxland stepped out into her Morpeth garden to collect a 
handful of leaves from a eucalyptus tree. She slipped them into an envelope, carefully 
labeled it 'sample of leaves' and mailed it to Robert Menzies. Her attached note 
explained that they 'are polluted with what I and the general public believe to be Radio 
active ash!' 1 Despite the government's attempts to portray the British nuclear tests as 
harmless, Mrs. Blaxland still believed that the fallout had travelled over 3,000 km from 
the Monte Bello islands in W.A. to her home in N.S.W. 
Two years later hundreds of Adelaideans queued outside the Art Gallery on North 
Terrace waiting to see a series of notorious Japanese paintings depicting the horrors of 
Hiroshima.2 Despite increasing evidence that many hibakusha ('atom-bombed 
persons') were suffering the bomb's effects thirteen years later, one angry 
correspondent wrote to the local paper claiming that 'Hiroshima victims died quickly; 
not so the British and American and Australian prisoners of war'. 3 
These incidents are two fragments from the complex tapestry of Australians' encounters 
with atomic energy. This thesis is not concerned with the events themselves - such as 
the Hiroshima bombing or the British atomic trials - but with the stories constructed 
about and around them. What was Mrs. Blaxland being told about the British atomic 
tests? Why was the Hiroshima Panels tour so controversial when thirteen years had 
passed? What stories were being told about other nuclear issues - the peaceful uses of 
atomic energy, uranium mining, nuclear power, the continued suffering of the atomic 
bomb victims, and rebuilding at Hiroshima? This thesis, then, is a history of ideas about 
atomic energy, and the creation and manipulation of its different meanings. 
Firstly, a few words about definitions. I have used 'fictions' to describe these atomic 
narratives. This is not because aspects of them are untrue, invented or imagined, rather 
to draw attention to the creative act of their construction. Some of these narratives were 
deliberately shaped by identifiable actors, such as the U.S. Administrations' attempts to 
1 F.M. Blaxland to Menzies, 3 Apr. 1956, NAA A462 44917 part 2. 
2 "5,000 queue to see panels", Advertiser, 9 Jun. 1958, p3. 
3 J. Newth, Advertiser, 12 Jun. 1958, p4. 
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publicise its perspective of the Hiroshima bombing, or the testing authorities' campaign 
to reassure the public during the British nuclear tests. Others are more nebulous, with 
many contributing voices, who are not engaged in such deliberate attempts at 
persuasion. The common thread is that in the shaping of these stories certain ideas are 
accentuated, ignored, sidelined or silenced. 
I have chosen to use 'atomic energy' rather then the more accurate term 'nuclear 
energy' because atomic energy was used more frequently at this time. It was not until 
the 1960s that 'nuclear' began to supplant 'atomic' in popular usage. Historians argue 
that the tendency to refer to atomic weapons in the singular, as 'the bomb', was not 
merely a convenient abbreviation but symbolised its monumental impact on the human 
psyche. Similarly, many people refer to the atomic bombing of Hiroshima (often 
incorporating Nagasaki) by the shorthand use of the word 'Hiroshima'. 4 It incorporates 
the event and its consequences; its use as both a lesson of survival and a warning. 
Audiences were encouraged to look at the ashes of Hiroshima to see the rubble, not the 
Japanese victims, and to imagine their own fate under an atomic attack. 'Hiroshima' in 
this sense becomes a dehistoricised symbol, with ambiguous connotations. Because of 
the meanings they carry I have avoided using these expressions, but in referring to 
material from this period it is often difficult not to inadvertently do so. 
I have also appropriated the words 'narrative' and 'story'. These terms refer to the body 
of ideas, interpretations, images and meanings which were created when atomic energy 
was discussed in the public sphere. In conceptualising how such narratives were 
constructed I have drawn on a body of work from several disciplines. These include 
studies of the manipulation of information by Civil Defence authorities, as well as 
analyses of rhetorical persuasion in single texts, such as Eisenhower's 1953 'Atoms for 
Peace' speech, Kennedy's 1962 speech on the resumption of atmospheric testing, and 
Disney's propagandistic 1957 film Our Friend the Atom. 5 
4 Paul Boyer, "Exotic Resonances: Hiroshima in American memory", Diplomatic History, 19(2), Spring 1995, p298. 
5 Elisabeth Walker Mechling & Jay Mechling, "The campaign for civil defense and the struggle to naturalise the 
bomb," in Carole Blair, William L. Nothstine & Gary Copeland (eds.) Critical Questions: Invention, Creativity & 
the Criticism of Discourse and Media. (New York: St Martin's Press, 1994), pp 125-154; Elisabeth Walker Mechling 
& Jay Mechling, "The atom according to Disney", Quarterly Journal of Speech, 81, 1995, pp436-453; Martin J. 
Medhurst, "Eisenhower's 'Atoms for peace' speech: a case study in the strategic use oflanguage'', Communication 
monographs, 54, 1987, pp204-220; Guy Oakes, The Imaginary War: Civil Defense and American Cold War Culture. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1994); Elena Lieven & John Churcher, "Images of Nuclear War and the Public 
in British Civil Defense Planning Documents", Journal of Social Issues 39( I), 1983, pp 117-132; Joanne Brown, " 'A 
is for atom, Bis for bomb': civil defence in American public education, 1948-1963", Journal of American History, 
75( I), 1988, pp68-90; Martin J. Medhurst, "Rhetorical Portraiture: John F. Kennedy's March 2, 1962, speech on the 
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These narratives are 'shaped' when certain elements are accentuated, discarded, 
sidelined or silenced. This can be seen in chapter one where I explore how dissenting 
portrayals of the Hiroshima bombing were ignored, muted, or simply overwhelmed by 
the dominant victory narrative. In some cases this shaping process resulted from 
deliberate censorship. In others actors employed more subtle attempts to persuade their 
audiences. Examining these narratives, then, means looking at what is stressed and 
where the silences are. Publicity about Hiroshima, for example, consistently neglected 
human suffering caused by the bombing. This occurred through direct censorship (the 
U.S. occupation's confiscation of photographs and film footage) and the more subtle 
efforts by the U.S. administration to downplay the human cost of the bombing. 
Other silences result from the invisibility of certain actors in the story and the 
corresponding dominance of others. The story of atomic progress, for example, is 
clearly characterised by white Australian concerns. Even when Aboriginal communities 
are physically part of the story - when nuclear testing is conducted nearby, or when 
mining towns are established near indigenous communities - their voices are absent. In 
a similar way, this thesis reflects the absence of the Nagasaki experience from 
representations of the first atomic bombings. In some cases commentators implicitly 
incorporated Nagasaki into their stories of Hiroshima, in others it is neglected 
completely. Because of the types of sources used here I have pointed to these silences 
but not attempted to explore them further. 
The results of this shaping process are by no means simple but several effects can be 
identified. One of the most important is that these discourses suggested limits to the 
public's understanding of and engagement with nuclear issues. This is not to say that 
the press, or scientists, or authors simply told the public what to think. A more complex 
process is at work, where the shaping of these narratives attempted to signpost firstly 
which issues should be thought about, and secondly, to deter emphasis from 
uncomfortable or undesirable aspects of the discourse. Radiation, for example, is 
repeatedly downplayed in official narratives from the Hiroshima bombing through to 
the British tests. 
Resumption of Atmospheric Tests", in Martin Medhurst, Robert L. Ivie, Philip Wander & Robert L. Scott. Cold War 
Rhetoric: strategy, metaphor, and ideology. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990), ppS 1-68. 
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These narratives are also entwined with - and influenced by - larger stories: of the Cold 
War, of Australia's national concerns and the story of progress. Each narrative has its 
historical context. This is evident in chapter two as the excitable rhetoric of atomic 
possibilities is gradually eroded by the reality of Cold War relations. Although I am 
exploring Australian stories there is a recurring motif of Australians as bystanders to 
something much larger: to nuclear wrangling between the superpowers, to the race to 
develop nuclear power and the acquisition of nuclear arsenals. Throughout this period 
we can see Australian attempts to participate in this nuclear adventure. In chapter three 
I explore rhetoric about nuclear power, in chapter four publicity about uranium and in 
chapter five the portrayal of the British testing programme in Australia. Although 
Australians did participate in these larger stories there remains a sense that they never 
quite occupied centre stage. This theme is reiterated in chapter eight in which I explore 
perceptions of the nuclear threat in fiction, a chapter titled 'Someone else's apocalypse'. 
This thesis is primarily concerned with the construction of these stories not their 
interpretation. It does not examine how these narratives are 'read' by their audiences, 
how they understood or reacted to atomic technology. However, chapter six, a survey 
of anti-nuclear letters, does touch on this issue. It allows a glimpse at the texture of 
nuclear fears. Were the official reassurances explored in chapter five effective? Which 
concerns continued to be pervasive? Correspondents like Mrs. Blaxland remind us that 
attempts at persuasion were not always successful. Similarly chapter eight, with its 
focus on fiction, hints at how these fears were expressed in the texts Australians were 
reading and writing. 
This thesis also seeks to highlight the complexity of the process of creating meanings. 
In particular, that understandings of an event or issue were not necessarily formed 
immediately in its aftermath, but over time as increasing information became available. 
Chapter seven, 'Revisiting Hiroshima', explores how layers of meaning, understanding 
and interpretation were attached to the bombing of Hiroshima over a twenty year period. 
Although I have referred to 'periods' of time, such as the 'period of possibility' from 
1945 to 1949, these choices, and the act of periodisation itself, are necessarily artificial. 
They are necessary because it is impossible to tell such a story without the guidelines 
they provide, and artificial because examples could easily be plucked from outside their 
4 
boundaries. Having said this, it may be helpful to offer a few general remarks about 
attitudes towards atomic energy across this period as a whole. 
After initial fascination with atomic bombs in August and September 1945 the public's 
attention was distracted by the end of the war, allegations about the mistreatment of 
prisoners of war and the desire for a return to normalcy. Attitudes towards Hiroshima 
itself were conditioned by the information available. It was not clear that the bombing 
had long-term effects until well into the next decade. 
Throughout the following years public interest focussed sporadically on atomic issues. 6 
The American Bikini trials in mid-1946 centred the world's attention again on atomic 
technology, as did attempts at international control from 1945-47; although audiences 
were more interested in the former, where the explosions provided a visual spectacle. 
Interest was dramatically reawakened in 1949 when the U.S. announced that the 
U.S.S.R. had successfully tested an atomic bomb. Fears now shifted from a vague 
unease about the ability of one bomb to obliterate a whole city, to awareness of an arms 
race between the superpowers. At this time, however, the Cold War conditioned 
attitudes towards atomic weapons. They were seen as defenders of the West, and 
Australians seemed happy to shelter under this protection. 
As the first major conflict after World War Two, the Korean War raised questions about 
when atomic bombs could actually be used. Figures from opinion polls show that 
Australians opposed their use against the North Koreans and the Chinese.7 The conflict 
also refuted the naive notion that the mere existence of the atomic bomb would be a 
deterrent to war. 
Public attention returned to atomic bombs again in 1952 and 1953 with revelations 
about the construction of the new, phenomenally more powerful hydrogen bomb. In 
March 1954 the U.S.' botched 'Bravo' test showered a Japanese ship (the Fukuryu 
Maru) with fallout, contaminating twenty three Japanese fishermen, as well as 289 
Pacific Islanders and twenty eight U.S. servicemen. The accident created a new fear: 
that these weapons could kill in peacetime. Unease about fallout, radiation sickness, 
6 On this point see the comments about the frequency of polling and of press articles in Bernard M. Kramer, S. 
Michael Kalick & Michael A. Milburn, "Attitudes towards nuclear weapons and nuclear war: 1945-1982", Journal of 
Social Issues, 39(1 ), 1983, pp7-24. 
7 Australian Gallup Poll, nos. 707, 739, 825, 907, Aug. 1950, Dec. 1950, Dec. 1951, Feb. 1953. 
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leukaemia and genetic mutations continued to grow during the latter half of the 1950s, 
with scientists increasingly speaking out against unchecked testing. The late 1950s also 
saw the beginnings of a more broad based and inclusive peace movement which was 
specifically anti-nuclear in orientation, known as the disarmament campaign. 
Internationally, fears about atomic war came to a crisis point in October 1962 with the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. The successful resolution of the emergency suggested that 
statesmen could control these weapons. Fears of fallout were further assuaged with a 
1963 treaty, signed by over 100 nations, banning atmospheric and underwater tests of 
atomic weapons. 
Within this tableau of events I have attempted to locate my analyses at what I have 
termed 'flashpoints' of concern. The most obvious of these are specific events 
themselves, such as the Hiroshima bombing; the 1954 'Bravo' test; the British 
detonations at Maralinga and Monte Bello. At other times the public's engagement 
stretches over a period of months or years. Examples of this prolonged interest are the 
enthusiastic publicity about uranium finds, debates about nuclear power and fear of 
fallout. 
The thesis also aims to explore the ambiguity imbedded in ideas about atomic energy. 
Throughout these narratives there is tension between apparent contradictions. One 
major point of tension is its Janus-faced quality of fear and excitement. I have chosen 
to study the period before the anti-nuclear movement gained momentum in Australia in 
order to better accentuate this curious juxtaposition of excitement and unease. 
That these sentiments co-existed reflects an ability (one that has perhaps been lost since 
the anti-uranium mining protests of the 1970s, the resurgence of the anti-nuclear 
movement in the 1980s, and the high-profile accidents at Three Mile Island and 
Chernobyl) to separate atomic energy 'for peace' from its use in atomic bombs. In 
1950, as in the present, if you could build an atomic reactor, you could build a bomb 
(both through knowledge of the physics and engineering involved, and the fact that 
breeder reactors produced plutonium for use in weapons). The dominance of the 
peace/destruction dichotomy throughout this period, however, is striking. 
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It would be arbitrary to assign dates to a 'period of excitement' and a 'period of fear'. It 
is also impossible to pinpoint a date at which anxiety about nuclear technology 
supplanted earlier nai:Ve enthusiasm. There are, however, multiple occasions during 
which the public was reminded of atomic fears: the plethora of radiation stories from the 
1946 Bikini tests, the radiation sickness of the Fukuryu Maru crew, and stories of 
leukaemia among hibakusha, to name just a few. This thesis attempts to draw out and 
elaborate on these moments. At the same time, its overall structure reflects the gradual 
yet growing dominance of atomic unease. From chapter one (the initial shock of 
discovery) it journeys through the early years of expectation in chapters two, three and 
four, before moving on to explore the pervasiveness of atomic fears in chapters five 
through eight. 
Another ambiguity this thesis seeks to highlight is the tension between portrayals of 
atomic energy's 'newness' - its watershed status - and attempts to normalise, contain 
and make it familiar. Elisabeth and Jay Mechling have used the word 'naturalise' 
(borrowed from Roland Barthes) to discuss both the civil defence campaigns of the 
1950s and 1960s and other persuasive texts, such as the Disney film Our Friend the 
Atom. In both cases the atom is rhetorically contained within familiar boundaries. 
Their discussion of attempts to reassure the public about fallout point to its 
domestication by means of clean/dirty symbolism. The well-understood threat of 
'contamination' of the body by dirt is mirrored in the way civil defence campaigns 
claimed fallout could be 'swept up' or 'washed away', just like dust. Similarly, 
Disney's Our Friend the Atom attempted to portray the atom as 'natural' - both part of 
nature and everyday life - rather than artificial, constructed or supernatural. 8 
I argue that a similar process of containment and familiarisation is at work in the 
Australian narratives. This thesis explores the use of familiar metaphors and language 
across a series of incidents and issues. Enthusiasts discussed nuclear power within a 
familiar lexicon of European perceptions of Australian development. Publicity about 
uranium echoed pioneering language, with its descriptions of conquering and subduing 
the landscape. The authority implicit in the use of this Imperial white male gaze is also 
reflected elsewhere, such as in the recourse to scientific authority exercised by 'experts' 
during the British nuclear tests. 
8 Mechling & Mechling, "The campaign for civil defense", pl34, Mechling & Mechling, "The atom according to 
Disney'', p450. 
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The wide range of sources used reflects this thesis' broad scope. These vary in nature -
written, audio and visual sources - and in intended audience. I have consulted press 
sources (newspapers, magazines, radio shows and newsreels), government archives, 
material produced by scientists (publications for their community and for the public), 
popular science works (paperbacks and pamphlets), current affairs material (journals, 
radio and television shows), industry journals, educational material (texts and films), 
letters from the public to the Prime Minister, government departments or 
representatives, and works of fiction (poetry, short stories, novels and films). 
The thesis, then, also canvasses the intertextual relations between different types of 
material. In chapter five, for example, key points of the government's campaign to 
reassure the public about nuclear testing are mirrored in very different types of texts, 
such as newsreels and magazine articles. In chapter seven I explore how different texts 
allowed audiences to 'revisit Hiroshima' in strikingly similar ways. I have also 
attempted to show where familiar metaphors appeared in quite different contexts. The 
themes of magic, religion, transgressions of nature, and sex appear both in a series of 
popular radio science shows in 1945 and 1946 and throughout poetry of the 1950s. 
Australia's nuclear history has been explored previously, in Alice Cawte's political and 
diplomatic history, and in the work of historian of science Tim Sherratt.9 Defence and 
international relations scholars have commented on the role of nuclear weapons in the 
Australian-U.S. alliance. 10 The British atomic tests in Australia have been reasonably 
well documented, as have their consequences. 11 Several scholars have addressed the 
9 Alice Cawte, Atomic Australia, 1944-1990. (Sydney: NSW University Press, I 992.); Tim Sherratt, '"On the beach': 
Australia's nuclear history", Presented to 'French Worlds, Pacific Worlds', July 1996, 
<http://www.asap.unimelb.edu.au/pubs/articles/tps/tps_on_the_beach.htm >,Archived by the Australian Scientific 
Archives Project, I 1 August 1996; Tim Sherratt, "Phyllis in Atomic Wonderland", paper presented at the AAHPSSS 
Annual Conference 1992, <http://www.asap.unimelb.edu.au/pubs/articles/tps/tps_phyllis.htm>, Archived by the 
Australian Scientific Archives Project, 11 August 1996.; Tim Sherratt, "Political Fallout: Australian scientists and the 
atomic bomb", Australasian Science, 17(3), Spring 1996, p64. 
1° Frank Cain, "An aspect of post-war Australian relations with the United Kingdom and the United States: missiles, 
spies, and disharmony," Australian Historical Studies 23 (92), Apr. 1989, pp187-202; Desmond Ball, A suitable 
piece of real estate: American installations in Australia. (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1980.) 
11 Loma Arnold, A very special relationship: British atomic weapon trials in Australia. (London: Her Majesty's 
Stationery Office, 1987. ); Kenneth Hubbard, Operation 'Grapple': testing Britain 's first H-bomb (London: I. Allan, 
1985); Joan Smith, Clouds of Deceit: the deadly legacy of Britain's bomb tests. (London: Faber, 1985); Denys 
Blakeway & Sue Lloyd-Roberts, Fields of Thunder: Testing Britain's Bomb (London: Allen & Unwin, 1985); R. 
Milliken, No Conceivable 1rifury: the story of Britain's and Australia's Atomic Cover-Up. (Ringwood, Vic: Penguin, 
1986.); A.S. Tame & F.P.J. Robotham, Maralinga: British A-bomb, Australian Legacy.(Sydney: Fontana, 1982.) For 
the official history see J.L. Symonds, A history of British atomic tests in Australia. (Canberra: Department of 
Resources and Energy, 1985.) For the Royal Commission see Australian Royal Commission into British Nuclear 
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history of uranium and the anti-uranium movement. 12 For my purposes the most 
interesting nuclear histories are the U.S. cultural histories of atomic energy. 13 As 
mentioned earlier, I have also drawn upon texts dealing with the construction of nuclear 
stories and studies of nuclear rhetoric. 
More specifically, histories of the Australian Atomic Energy Commission have 
addressed the establishment of an atomic reactor at Lucas Heights, and the abortive 
plans for atomic power generating stations in Australia. 14 Wayne Reynolds has 
documented Australia's attempts to produce its own nuclear weapons. 15 Similarly, the 
anti-nuclear and anti-uranium movement have been addressed in previous studies of the 
peace movement. 16 Another related area awaiting its historian is civil defence in 
Australia. Civil defence, however, did not receive the same attention in Australia 
Tests in Australia. Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests in Australia (Canberra: Australian Publishing 
Service, 1985.) For consequences see B.B. Hicks, Radioactive fallout in rain at Melbourne, 1958 through 1970 
(Melbourne: CS I RO, 1972); Keith H. Lokan, (ed.) Residual Radioactive Contamination at Maralinga and Emu 1985 
(Australian Radiation Laboratory, 1985); Keith N. Wise & John R. Moroney (eds.) Public Health impact offal/out 
from British nuclear weapons tests in Australia. 1952-1957. (Yallambie, Vic.: Australian Radiation 
Laboratory.1992.); Australian Commonwealth Department of Health, Health of Atomic Test Personnel (Canberra: 
Australia Government Publishing Service, 1983). 
12 On uranium in Australia see Lennard Bickel, The deadly element: the story of uranium. (London: Macmillan, 
1980); Noel Saunders, "The hot rock in the cold war: uranium in the 1950s," in Ann Curthoys & John Merritt (ed.) 
Australia's First Cold War, 1945-1953. Vol. 11: Better Dead than Red, (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986), ppl55-69;; 
S.B. Dickinson, Uranium in South Australia: past, present and future (Frewville, S.A: Australian Mineral 
Development Laboratories, 1984) ; D.B. Barrie, The Heart of Rum Jungle: the history of Rum Jungle and Batchelor 
in the Northern Territory of Australia. (Batchelor: S. & D. Barrie, 1982). For more general histories of uranium see 
Lennard Bickel, The deadly element: the story of uranium. (London: MacMillan, 1980); Jonathan E. Helmreich, 
Gathering Rare Ores: the diplomacy of Uranium acquisition, 1942-1954. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1986); Marian Radetzki,. Uranium: a strategic source of energy (London: Croom Helm, 1981 ); Norman Moss, The 
Politics of Uranium (New York: Universe Books, 1982); Leona Marshall Libby, The uranium people. (New York: 
Crane Russak, 1979.) On the anti-uranium movement see S. Harris (ed.) Social and Environmental Choice: the 
impact of Uranium mining in the Northern Territory. (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1980); V .G. 
Venturini, Partners in ecocide: Australia's complicity in the uranium cartel. (Melbourne: Rigmarole Books, 1982); 
Stewart Thomas Butler, Uranium on Trial. (Cammeray, N.S.W.: Horowitz, 1977); Mary Elliott (ed.) Ground for 
Concern: Australia's Uranium and human survival. (Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin Books, 1977); Michael Muetzelfeldt, 
"Nuclear Culture, Social Reaction: opposition to uranium mining in Australia", Ph.D. Thesis, University of Adelaide, 
1983; & Sigrid McCausland, "Leave it in the Ground: the anti-uranium movement in Australia, 1975-1982'', Ph.D. 
Thesis, University of Technology, Sydney, 1999. 
13 For U.S. cultural histories see Paul Boyer, By the Bomb's early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn 
of the Atomic Age (New York: Pantheon, 1985); Spencer Weart, Nuclear Fear: a history of images. (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1988); Margot A Henriksen, Dr. Strange/ave 's America: society and culture in the atomic 
age. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997.) 
14 Ann Mozley Moya!, "The A.A.E.C.: a case study in Australian science and Government", Search, 6(9), September 
1975, pp365-84; Clarence Hardy, Atomic rise and fall: the Australian Atomic Energy Commission, 1953-1987. 
(Peakhurst, NSW: Glen Haven, 1999.) 
15 Wayne Reynolds, Australia's bid for the atomic bomb. (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2000); Wayne 
Reynolds, "Menzies & the proposal for atomic weapons," in Frank Cain (ed.) Menzies in War and Peace, (St. 
Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1997), pp! 16-137. 
16 Barbara Carter, "The peace movement in the 1950s," in Curthoys & Merritt, Australia's First Cold War, Vol. 
/!pp58-73; Barbara Carter, "Nuclear Opposition and the Victorian Peace Movement", Melbourne Journal of Politics 
14, 1982-83, pp58-67; Barbara Carter, "Opposition to nuclear weapons in Australia, 1949-1965", M.A. thesis, 
Melbourne, 1982; Malcolm Saunders, The Australian peace movement: a short history. (Canberra: Peace Research 
Center, ANU, 1986); Ralph Summy & Malcolm Saunders, "The 1959 Melbourne Peace Congress: culmination of 
anti-communism in the 1950s," in Curthoys & Merritt, Australia's First Cold War, Vol. 11., pp74-95. 
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during this period as it did in the U.S. 17 Unlike Americans, Australians did not 
automatically assume they would be the first targets in a nuclear war. When civil 
defence was discussed it often took the form of complaints about complacency. 18 Such 
concerns also began appearing more towards the end of this period. 
This thesis differs from these previous studies in its broad approach, both in the issues 
covered and the types of materials used. I aim to show that historians need not be 
daunted by encounters with science. Its innovative approach is part a history of ideas, 
part history of science, part intellectual and part cultural history. Atomic energy has 
always attracted grandiose claims. Therefore, I hope to show why these fiction are, 
above all, splendid ones. 
17 Guy Oakes, The Imaginary War: Civil Defense and American Cold War Culture. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994 ). 
18 See for example "Defence against Atom bomb long overdue", Mufti, 20(3), Mar. 1955, p23; "The Commonwealth 
and civil defence", Sydney Morning Herald, 20 Jan. 1960, p2. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 'LIKE A THUNDERBOLT': REPORTING THE FIRST 
ATOMIC BOMBS 
'The first atomic bomb to be dropped on Japan has done far more than 'Wreck the city of Hiroshima. It 
has shaken civilisation to its foundations'. 1 
'Death can now have the greatest picnic of all time'. 2 
News of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima exploded into the world's consciousness. 
Despite the years of warfare it seemed an event without precedent: shocking, 
frightening and intoxicating. Few Australians knew much about this strange 
technology. Their understandings of the Hiroshima bombing were shaped by its role in 
ending the war, revelations of Japanese cruelty and by the information about the bomb 
that they eagerly consumed. This information came predominantly from a media 
saturated with American news reports. This media coverage reveals little about 
Australian reactions to the atomic bombings. 3 What we can see is the messages 
Australian audiences were being encouraged to associate with them and with the new 
weapon itself. The media's emphasis - what it highlighted and what it obscured - did 
not shape public opinion, but it did suggest what people should be thinking about.4 In 
the case of Hiroshima the message was clear: power, retribution and victory. This 
dominant narrative encouraged the public to be spectators to the atomic event, 
attempted to 'normalise' the new bomb, and obscured the gruesome consequences for 
the first victims of an atomic attack. 
Power, destiny and rubble: the American victory narrative 
The process of attaching multiple meanings to Hiroshima began even before the first 
atomic bomb exploded as American officials carefully crafted the information they 
released to convey a particular message.5 The world was first informed of Hiroshima's 
destruction through a four page press release read by Eben Ayers, Harry Truman's 
assistant press secretary, to Washington reporters on the morning of the 6th August. In 
1 Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. 
2 Alan 0. Robson, One world or none: the crisis of our time. Revised edition. (Glebe, NSW: Christian distributors' 
association, 1946), p3. 
3 For a preliminary study of Australian responses see Kay Saunders, '"The world was black': initial Australian 
reactions to the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki", in Peter Dennis (ed.) 1945: War and 
peace in the Pacific. (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1999), ppl42-54. 
4 On this point see Prue Tomey-Parlicki, "'Whatever the thing may be called': the Australian news media and the 
atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki", Australian Historical Studies, 31 (114), April 2000, pp50-5 l. 
5 For a discussion of the American side of this campaign see Robert Jay Lifton & Greg Mitchell, Hiroshima in 
America: fifty years of denial. (New York: G.P. Putnam, 1995), pp4- l 0 & Robert Karl Manoff, "Covering the bomb: 
the nuclear story and the news'', Working papers magazine, May-June 1983, pp 18-27. 
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it Truman announced that the United States had dropped an atomic bomb on the city of 
Hiroshima, 'an important Japanese Army base'. The U.S. took this action because of 
the Japanese refusal to accept the Allied Potsdam ultimatum of the 26th July, as 
retribution for the infamy of Pearl Harbour and to bring the war in the Pacific to a 
speedy end. Truman described the bomb as revolutionary because of its enormous 
destructive potential but did not mention radiation or civilian casualties. By the 7th 
August the Pentagon had released fourteen press releases, each carefully worded to 
describe some aspect of the atomic bomb project. 6 Notably Truman's initial statement 
omitted what was to become a cornerstone of American justifications for the bombing: 
that it saved the lives of invading soldiers. 7 
The American bombing of Hiroshima dominated front page news across the world for 
three consecutive days. As with most of its war reporting Australian newspapers relied 
heavily on information from cable news services - the Australian Associated Press 
(A.A.P.), as well as the British Reuters Service, the American Associated Press (A.P.) 
and United Press International (U.P.I.). 8 They also drew on commentary from the world 
press, especially the London Times and the New York Times. The Australian papers did 
attempt to add local flavour to these reports. They also recounted news intercepted 
from Tokyo radio broadcasts. 
American spokesmen stressed that the atomic bombing was a defensive act. This 
argument fitted well into the rhetoric of the war in the Pacific, with its insistence on the 
Japanese refusal to surrender, a fascination with the idea of 'hara kiri', the warrior code 
of Bushido and a suicidal struggle to the last soldier. It seemed that the atomic bomb 
was the only weapon that could bring such an enemy to their senses. 9 
On the 11th August a Sydney Morning Herald editorial claims: 
6 Lifton & Mitchell, Hiroshima in America, pp4-5. 
7 Paul Boyer, "The cloud over the culture: how Americans imagined the bomb they dropped", The New Republic, 
193, August 12, 1985, p28; Paul Boyer, "Exotic Resonances: Hiroshima in American memory", Diplomatic History, 
19(2), Spring 1995, p299. 
8 In her recent book on war journalism Prue Tomey-Parlicki has explained the consequences of this dependence on 
cable services. Cable reports did not aim to deal comprehensively or creatively with events. They therefore tended to 
use 'strong but simple lead sentences' and promoted uniformity by insisting on the 'simple facts' of the matter. Prue 
Tomey-Parlicki, Somewhere in Asia: war, journalism, and Australia's neighbours, 1941-75. (Sydney: University of 
New South Wales Press, 2000), pl4. 
9 "Atomic bomb may end war", Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, pl; "Atomic bomb promises early end of 
war", Canberra Times, 8 Aug. 1945, pl. 
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There can be no question that if the atomic bomb had been available earlier, it would 
have been used in Europe as it has been used in Asia, and for the same reasons - the 
shortening of the war and the preservation of Allied lives. 10 
Historians studying the decision to use the atomic bomb question whether this assertion 
is true. They suggest that the Allies would not have used the atomic bomb on Europe, 
for a variety ofreasons; one being, in John Dower's words, 'sheer visceral hatred' of the 
J apanese. 11 
Australian editorials agreed with this presentation of the atomic bomb as an instrument 
of fate. The Advertiser argues that the chosen target itself was fated, as the atomic 
bomb 'was reserved by destiny for the authors of the outrage of Pearl Harbour' .12 The 
Argus explains that 'during the last few years fate has decided that the pace [of 
scientific development] should be accelerated feverishly'. 13 The Herald hints that as the 
drama of the final months of war unfolded, destiny was on the Allies' side. It praises 
the maturity of the Allied decision to use the atomic bomb, saying: 'it is not blindly or 
exultingly but sternly and with foreboding that the Allies have released the deadly new 
instrument of destruction which science has placed in their hands' .14 Similarly the 
Mercury comments: 'It is a cause for profound thankfulness that part of the secret of 
that atom revealed itself to the Allies' .15 These statements imply that this secret was 
given to the Allies by a greater power- in short, by God. 16 Given the Manichean nature 
of the total war narrative these assertions are not surprising. This claim also appeared in 
the letters to the editor pages in weeks to come, with several correspondents declaring 
that God had given this discovery to the Allies to aid their defeat of the heathen 
enemies. 17 Through this logic the atomic bomb could also be depicted as the saviour of 
(Western) civilisation as well as a threat to it. 
This notion of destiny is strengthened by the dramatic rendering of the atomic 'race' 
with Germany. Understandably, coming after the end of the war in Europe, the 
10 Sydney Morning Herald, 11 Aug. 1945, p2. 
11 John W. Dower, "Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the politics of memory," Technology Review, 98(6), Aug.-Sep. 1995, 
pp49-50. Dower explains that as early as 1943 Japan had been identified as the prime target. Another reason was 
fear that the German scientists might be able to disassemble the weapon if it did not detonate. 
12 "The mighty atom", Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945, p6. 
13 "A miracle of science", Argus, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. 
14 "The atomic shape of things to come", Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. 
15 "Atomic energy", Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, p3. 
16 See Paul Chilton, "Nukespeak: nuclear language, culture and propaganda" in Crispin Aubrey (ed.) Nukespeak: the 
media and the bomb. (London: Comedia Publishing Group, 1982), pp! 00-1 O; Boyer, "The cloud over the culture'', 
r29. 
7 R.A. Gilfillan, Sydney Morning Herald, 15 Aug. 1945, p6; O.M. Rooke, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 Aug. 1945, 
p9; W.M.R., Age, 15 Aug. 1945, p2; J.A. Levy, Sydney Morning Herald, 14 Aug. 1945, p6. 
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American claim that Germany was also working towards an atomic bomb prompted 
speculation about what might have been had the Reich's scientists got there first. The 
Advertiser notes: 'the whole course of the war might have been suddenly and tragically 
changed' .18 The competing scientific projects became a frantic 'race against death', a 
'nerve-wrecking business', or as the Age writes, a time of 'terrific urgencies and 
desperate impulses'. 19 The Herald observes that 'an evil tum of fortune might easily 
· have placed the Allies in the same grim predicament'. Germany may not have built the 
atomic bomb, the writer continues, but they had the rocket-bomb and 'a whole arsenal 
of other death-dealing weapons in an advanced stage of completion'. Details of this 
deadly arsenal are not given but readers are assured that 'Western civilisation had the 
narrowest of escapes in the last resort' .20 
Painting the American leaders as humble recipients of this divine gift allowed the 
downplaying of the role of human agency and thus also the minimisation of any 
responsibility or guilt for the bombing of Hiroshima. It also gave a tragic quality to 
claims that Allied leaders had struggled over the morality of using the weapon. Rather 
than decision makers taking an active role they were mere pawns of fate, forced to use 
the bomb by the recalcitrance of the Japanese war leaders. 
This depiction co-existed with a conflicting narrative: the story of the Manhattan 
Project. This tale is not one of a reluctant chase but of a triumphant enterprise in which 
no expense or effort was spared to complete the project. As members of the Allied team 
Australian readers were encouraged to share this triumph. 
The lack of human agency in these reports is mirrored by the silence of the bomb's 
victims. In early reports about Hiroshima there were no estimated casualty reports, no 
comments about civilian presence in Hiroshima and no descriptions of the bomb's 
impact at ground level. Initial American reports encouraged the image of a victim-less 
attack. Truman's statement emphasised that Hiroshima was a military target and 
Australian reports repeated this description.2 1 
18 "The mighty atom", p6. . 
19 "The atomic shape of things to come", p2; "The mighty atom", p6; "Triumph and menace", Age, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. 
20 "The atomic shape of things to come", p2. 
21 "Discovery 'ushers in new era"', Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, pl; "Atomic bomb on Japan", Advertiser, 
7 Aug. 1945, pl; "Atomic bomb promises early end of war", Canberra Times, 8 Aug. 1945, pl; "Atomic bomb 
shatters Jap city", Army News, 8 Aug. 1945, p 1. 
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To further deflect attention from Hiroshima's populace the U.S. government released 
information about the Los Alamos test and the Manhattan Project. The revelations 
sounded like the plot of a Hollywood movie, with the co-ordination of vast economic 
resources and top scientists from Allied countries toiling in complete secrecy. 
Australian papers reported with enthusiasm that the huge cloud from the test explosion 
had 'surged seven miles high', that the tower holding the weapon was 'vaporized' and 
that a blind girl living 120 miles away saw the flash of the explosion before the sound 
from the blast reached her house. 22 
In his discussion of the mushroom cloud icon Peter Hales concludes that the official 
press releases and photographs were carefully molded so that the reader would 
empathise with the men in the planes looking down at the explosion, not with the 
victims on the ground.23 On the 9th August papers widely reported a press conference 
held at Guam where General Spaatz, Commander of the U.S. Strategic Air Forces, 
Major-General Lemay, Commander of the U.S. 21st bomber command on Guam, and 
members of the Enola Gay crew were present. These reports discussed the experience 
of the pilot and crew in some detail. It is instructive to note how General Spaatz praised 
the bombing crew, saying proudly: 'they do not think of death caused by the bomb, but 
prefer to take comfort from the fact that Japan brought this destruction on herself, 
uninvited and with her eyes open' .24 · Further accentuating this airborne perspective 
were the first descriptions of the mushroom cloud. To observers in the plane flying over 
the explosion the after-effect of the bombing appeared quite different to that of a 
conventional attack. The Age explains: 
Photographs taken immediately after the explosion show smoke formations absolutely 
new to experienced photo-observers. From the base of black smoke, like a rugged 
mountain, a graceful mushroom column of white smoke soars upward to 20,000 feet.25 
The press conference also highlighted how many of the city's buildings were destroyed 
(as opposed to its population) and compared this to conventional firepower. The Herald 
22 "Huge cloud surging seven miles high", Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, p 11; "Terrific power vapourises steel test tower", 
Canberra Times, 8 Aug. 1945, p 1; "Scientists' work on Manhattan project", Argus, 8 Aug. 1945, p20, "Bomb test 
caused earth tremors", Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, p3. 
23 Peter B. Hales, "The atomic sublime," American Studies, 32( I), Spring 1991, especially pp8-l 2, 15-16, 21. 
24 "'Up and atom': airmen conceal their fear", Age, 9 Aug. 1945, pl; "Terrific blast from atomic bomb: bomber crew 
saw Hiroshima blotted out by huge cloud", Argus, 9 Aug. 1945, pl6, "Airmen's story", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 
Aug. 1945, pl; "Blast of atomic: nothing to compare", Age, 9 Aug. 1945, pl; "Terrifying power", Advertiser, 9 Aug. 
1945,pl. 
25 "Terrible fate of Hiroshima", Age, 9 Aug. 1945, p I. 
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reported that it would have taken 2,000 Super-Fortresses two hours in bombing waves 
to accomplish the same amount of destruction.26 
New weapon, old story? 
Despite rhetoric of its newness the atomic bomb could be smoothly incorporated into 
existing narratives of total war. In the months before August the Australian press 
enthusiastically reported details of Allied victories in the Pacific campaign.27 John 
Dower suggests that there was no sustained opposition to saturation bombing from the 
Allied homefronts and attributes this primarily to the widespread view that the Axis 
powers had 'reaped what they had sown' .28 The atomic bombing seemed merely a 
continuation of this campaign. The Sydney Morning Herald's first report of the attack 
on Hiroshima on the 7th August was combined with an article about the 'conventional' 
destruction of other cities. It claims: 'So far 31 Japanese cities have been warned of 
impending destruction and 14 have been largely reduced to ashes' .29 
Many articles portray the atomic bomb as simply a more powerful explosive. Initial 
reports suggested it was not unstoppable, by recounting Japanese claims that they were 
trying to find counter-measures. 30 Previous articles describing conventional bombing 
raids also hinted that the war was already nearing its end. Over successive weeks they 
told of the Japanese navy's decreasing resistance. 31 
On the homefronts belief about what constituted an 'atrocity' had also changed during 
the war. In the late 1930s the world was shocked by the Japanese bombing of Chinese 
cities and by the slaughter from air raids in the Spanish civil war. By 1945 most people 
accepted aerial bombing of cities as an integral part of modem warfare. The belief that 
26 "City pile of ashes and rubble", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1945, p 1. 
27 For example: "Daring U.S. blows at Tokyo: war has really come to Japan: U.S.A.A.F. drops two millionth ton of 
bombs", Argus, 11 Jul. 1945, p I, "Clouds aglow from fires in bombed cities", Argus, 14 Jul. 1945, p 1, "Vast plans 
for bombing laps: Invasion may not be necessary", Argus, 24 Jul. 1945, p 1, "New 'death list' for Japs soon: cities 
doomed to aerial bombardment", Argus, 1 Aug. 1945, p 1, "All-out air assault on laps begins: Record load dropped by 
820 super-forts", Argus, 3 Aug. 1945, pl, "New ferocity in air war: grim forecast for Japan", Sydney Morning 
Herald, 17 Jul. 1945, pl, "Japan must surrender or be utterly destroyed", Sydney Morning Herald, 28 Jul. 1945, pl, 
& "Grim threats soon carried out: attack on six enemy cities", Sydney Morning Herald, 30 Jul. 1945, pl. 
28 John W. Dower, War without mercy: Race and power in the pacific war. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1986), p41. 
29 "Atomic bomb on Japan: huge blast effect", Sydney Morning Herald, 7 Aug. 1945, pl. 
30 "Tokyo authorities busy on countermeasures"; Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945, p I. 
31 For examples see "Allied mastery of air", Sydney Morning Herald, 12 Jul. 1945, pl; "Japan's hopeless plight", 
Argus, 14 Jul. 1945, pl O; "Jap fleet smashed by allied carrier planes", Argus, 31 Jul. 1945, pp 1&16; "Naval war has 
ended", Sydney Morning Herald, 7 Aug. 1945, p 1; "Four more warned cities burnt: Japanese still fail to defend 
targets", Argus, 7 Aug. 1945, pl. 
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in a total war killing civilians was necessary - and even desirable - had taken hold well 
before the atomic bombs were used on Japan. 
In the days immediately after the bombing there was little information available about 
the damage caused. No photographs had been released and there were no Allied 
reporters in Japan until the 3rd of September. On the 8th August the Sydney Morning 
Herald commented that no details were available because 'the city was immediately 
cloaked in an impenetrable cloud of dust and smoke' .32 This cloud of smoke hung over 
Hiroshima like a veil of mystique, with the world left wondering what was transpiring 
beneath it. While photographs were unavailable editors needed to use their imagination. 
The Hobart Mercury printed a drawing of Japan with Hiroshima at the centre of a 200 
mile blast radius. Under the heading "Big Jap town may have perished", it remarks: 
The world is still waiting to know whether the big Jap city of Hiroshima, victim of the 
first attack with an atomic bomb - the world's most terrible agent of destruction, and 
the Allies answer to the J aps' refusal to surrender - still exists. 33 
The suggestion that beneath the cloud of smoke there might be nothing hinted at a new 
frightening image: a weapon that could wipe out an entire city in one blow. 
The atomic bomb did not explode like a conventional weapon but 'obliterated' and 
'annihilated' its targets. The Sydney Morning Herald called the attack 'scientific 
annihilation, against which courage is useless and resistance a form of national 
suicide'. 34 The Mercury editorial crows, 'A few dozen of such bombs might annihilate 
the Japanese race and pound its cities to dust'. Furthermore, the atomic bomb was in its 
infancy, 'improvements' would soon be made. Hiroshima, the Mercury reminds its 
readers, was obliterated 'by one moderately sized bomb'. The Advertiser added that if 
the Japanese still refused to surrender 'more and bigger bombs may at least accelerate 
their mental processes'. 35 
Editorials echoed world commentary by hinting that the atomic bomb was supernatural. 
The Age spoke of a 'Frankenstein monster'.36 Writers expressed concern that humans 
were not mature enough to handle the responsibility of this 'basic power of the 
32 "Atomic bomb may end war", pl. 
33 Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, pl. 
34 "The atomic shape of things to come", p2. 
35 "Atomic energy", p3; "The mighty atom", p6. 
36 "Triumph and menace", p2. Also see Spencer Weart, Nuclear Fear: a history of images. (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1988), pp64-9. 
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universe'. The Mercury warned that humans had tapped this power but were ignorant 
of its full possibilities: 'It is as if a savage accustomed to bow and arrow were suddenly 
given access to TNT for boundless experiment'; while the Age worried that 'Such vast 
powers may be in the hands of moral and physical pygmies'. 37 Against such a weapon 
there could be no defence. The Age notes that 'no part of the earth's surface would be 
exempt from sudden cataclysmic destruction' .38 
Journalists referred to atomic bombs in the singular, as 'the bomb'. Visual aids were 
used to reinforce this point. The Mercury printed a picture of a huge 'Grand Slam' 
bomb (weighing about 10,000 kg) with the approximate size of the smaller, more 
powerful atomic bomb traced with a white dashed line over the top.39 
How was such a revolutionary leap possible? From the 8th August onwards a series of 
newspaper articles attempted to explain this technology, some more seriously than 
others. The most important difference, according to the Sydney Morning Herald, was 
that chemical energies extracted from TNT and coal came from the rearrangement of 
their atoms. By contrast, 'the new physical development of power in the atomic bomb 
involves the splitting of atoms themselves, and letting loose the vastly greater energies 
within them' .40 Matter was not being rearranged but transformed. 
As many scholars have noted, observers across the world had enormous difficulty 
finding words to describe this technology. The reality of Hiroshima may be beyond 
both imagination and representation.41 Editorial responses to the atomic bombing 
reflect this dilemma. All felt that the discovery was earth shattering. As the Sydney 
Morning Herald explains: 
It has shaken civilisation to its foundations. The impulse to rejoice over the prospective 
shortening of the Pacific war is tempered at once by consciousness of what this epochal 
and affrighting discovery must mean to the future of mankind.42 
37 "Atomic energy", p3; "Triumph and menace'', p2. 
38 "Triumph and menace'', p2. 
39 Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, pl 
40 "Atomic bomb is fruit oflong years ofresearch", Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. 
41 Mick Broderick, "Witnessing the unthinkable: a meditation on film and nuclear sublime", Antithesis, 6(1 ), 1992, 
pp67-86,passim; John Hinkson, "Beyond Imagination? Responding to nuclear war", Arena, 60, 1982, p56; Abe Mark 
Nomes, "The body at the center: the effects of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki'', in Mick Broderick 
(ed.) Hibakusha Cinema: Hiroshima, Nagasaki & the Nuclear image in Japanese Film. (London: Keegan Paul, 
1996), p122. 
42 "The atomic shape of things to come'', p2. 
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Illustration 1: Comparing the atomic and grand slam bombs. (Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, pl.) 
The Hobart Mercury enthusiastically called it 'the greatest single discovery ever made 
by men'; the Melbourne Age also used the phrase 'epoch making'. The Advertiser 
pointed out that news of this 'greatest scientific sensation of all time' had burst upon 'an 
already sufficiently dislocated world'. The Canberra Times claimed that none of the 
'most speculative plots' of science fiction writers in the past thirty years exceeded the 
possibilities now before the world. The Argus writes: 'its intellectual and moral 
repercussions have echoed around the world'. 43 
Editors also referred to a 'turning point in human history', a 'crossroads' at which 
humans must choose between peaceful prosperity or extinction. Concern for the 'death 
of civilisation' appeared to be ubiquitous.44 Despite their need to articulate this danger 
the editorials expressed :frustration with the inadequacy of language available. The 
Courier-Mail comments: 'What [the bomb] really is no one can begin to describe. Even 
scientists are lost for words'. 45 Phrases like 'a new era', unlocking a 'secret of nature', 
or 'harnessing the basic power of the universe' quickly became cliches. 
In which living things are seared to death 
The Americans unleashed the second atomic bomb on the city of Nagasaki on the 9th 
August. A radio broadcast by Harry Truman that evening announced the bombing. 
Australian papers reported verbatim sections of this speech but the bombing itself 
seemed to create little excitement or interest. The media gave more attention to other 
news stories, such as Russia's declaration of war against Japan.46 
At this time a first estimate appeared for the number of victims at Hiroshima. An 
Advertiser article estimated between 100,000 and 150,000 deaths out of the city's 
43 "Atomic energy", p3; "Triumph and menace", p2; "The mighty atom", p6; "Peace or Destruction?", Canberra 
Times, 8 Aug. 1945, p2; "A miracle of science", p2. 
44 For examples of crossroads imagery see "Atomic energy", p3; Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, p2; Canberra 
Times, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. On 'crossroads' imagery see Tim Sherratt, "'On the beach': Australia's nuclear history", 
Presented to 'French Worlds, Pacific Worlds', July 1996. 
<http://www.asap.unimelb.edu.au/pubs/articles/tps/tps_on_the_beach.htm >,Australian Scientific Archives Project, 
11 August 1996, pp2-7. For the danger to civilisation see "Mankind's race for civilisation or disaster", Mercury, 8 
Aug. 1945, p2; "Rigid control is essential'', Canberra Times, 8 Aug. 1945, p I; "Atomic bomb brings sobering 
thoughts", Argus, 8 Aug. 1945, pl. 
45 "New era", Courier-Mail, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. 
46 "Atomic bomb again", Army News, IO Aug. 1945, pl; "Second atom bomb dropped", Advertiser, IO Aug. 1945, 
p 11 ; "Atom bomb on Nagasaki", Age, I 0 Aug. 1945, pl. 
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Illustration 2: Norman Lindsay's cartoon for the Bulletin captures humanity's new fear. (Bulletin, 
15 Aug. 1945, p5.) 
population of 340,000.47 Richard Tanter argues that the Australian media, like their 
international counterparts, was preoccupied with technological aspects of the nuclear 
bomb.48 Some reports did move beyond quoting figures and contain remarkably 
graphic descriptions of human victims. On the 9th August banner headlines taken from 
Tokyo radio proclaimed the destruction of Hiroshima.49 The Argus headline exclaims, 
"Japs say all living things seared to death: U.S. Reconnaissance photographs show 60% 
of city wiped out"; while the Advertiser reported in multiple subheadings, "Terrible 
destruction caused by atomic bomb: Most of Hiroshima now rubble: Frank admissions 
by Tokyo: 'All living things seared to death': Authorities unable to check casualties".50 
The Argus article begins: 
The terrific effects of the atomic bomb were admitted by Tokyo radio yesterday when it 
reported that all living things, both human and animal, were seared to death by the 
bomb which was dropped on Hiroshima on Monday. They were burned beyond 
recognition, it added, and authorities were unable to assess the civilian casualties 
because the city was a disastrous ruin. Those out of doors were burned to death and 
those indoors were killed by incredible pressure and heat, while houses and buildings 
were smashed, including emergency medical facilities.51 
The figures journalists quoted once again suggested the city's annihilation. The Sydney 
Morning Herald explains that 'Sixty percent of the city, which is bigger than Brisbane, 
was completely destroyed'. 52 The Herald claims that 'four and one-tenth square miles 
of the city was destroyed in a volcano-like explosion'. 
Similarly, on the 10th August both the Age and the Argus printed this passage: 
The victims of the first atomic bomb may have died in a fleeting temperature of 
2,000,000 .degrees Centigrade, according to scientific calculations made when the atom 
was first split in 1939. It would be incorrect to say that the victims were burned to 
death, because the rays generated at that incredible heat explode the atoms. In an 
unimaginably short instant, when those humans suffered the effects of the atomic bomb, 
there probably were millions of explosions, comprising the flesh, blood and bones. 
Therefore Hiroshima's people died a death nobody had died before.53 
Such examples do not necessarily negate Tanter's analysis. However while readers may 
have shrugged off Japanese claims that the bombing was an 'atrocity' which violated 
47 
"Photographs show Hiroshima ruin'', Advertiser, I 0 Aug. 1945, p I. 
48 Richard Tanter, "Voice and silence in the first nuclear war: Wilfred Burchett and Hiroshima", in Ben Kiernan (ed.) 
Wilfred Burchett: Reporting the other side of the world, 1939-1983. (London: Quartet Books, 1986), p30. 
49 On Australian war time censors' policy towards reporting of news from Tokyo radio, see Allison Denelda Bourke, 
"The Department oflnformation and censorship in Australia during World War II", BA hons. thesis, University of 
Newcastle, 1976, p48~ 
50 Argus, 9 Aug. 1945, p 1; Advertiser, 9 Aug. 1945, p I. 
51 "Japs say all living things seared to death", pl. 
52 "Victims were 'seared to death'", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1945, pl. 
53 "Mode of death", Age, 10 Aug. 1945, p 1; "Atomic bomb dropped on Jap port of Nagasaki", Argus, 10 Aug. 1945, 
pl. 
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international law, descriptive phrases explaining that the victims suffered 'millions of 
explosions comprising the flesh, blood and bones' and were 'seared to death' did 
emphasise (albeit unintentionally) the human consequences of the explosion.54 
These reports of civilian casualties contributed to a growing sense of unease about this 
new technology. This unease did not necessarily equate to opposition to the bomb's 
use, but it did encourage readers to think about possible consequences. The most 
notable local protest was made by three Methodist ministers. Rev. R.F. Sutton (Glebe 
Community Church), Rev. B.R. Wyllie (Master of Wesley College at the University of 
Sydney) and Rev. Alan Walker (Waverly Methodist Church) issued a joint statement 
claiming that the atomic bomb was 'an issue on which Christian conscience should be 
expressed' .55 Rev. B.L. Webb (Methodist Minister of Ashfield) also spoke out against 
the use of the atomic bomb, saying that the W estem powers would be forfeiting their 
right to world leadership. 56 Notably these protests were individual ones, not spoken on 
behalf of their churches. 
The Australian press also retold apprehensive stories from the world press. 57 The 
Sydney Morning Herald quoted from the Vatican paper, claiming the atomic bomb 
would be a 'temptation for posterity'. 58 At this time only one small article printed in the 
Canberra Times mentioned radiation. It cited a report in the New York Times which 
quoted the remarks of a Manhattan Project scientist, Dr Harold Jacobson. Jacobson had 
declared that 'an area struck by the bomb will remain saturated with death for any 
human beings who encounter it for many years to come'. Under pressure from the 
F.B.I. Jacobson later withdrew his statement.59 
54 For claims the bomb violated international law see "Future targets", Age, 9 Aug. 1945, pl; "Frank Japanese 
admissions", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1945, pl; "Hiroshima an open city now", Mercury, 9 Aug. 1945, pl; 
'Tokyo cry of Sadism", Advertiser, 9 Aug. 1945, p I. 
55 "Clergy protest against use of atomic bomb", Sydney Morning Herald, I 0 Aug. 1945, p3. 
56 "Atomic bomb opinions: church reaction", Sydney Morning Herald, 11 Aug. 1945, p4. 
57 On the threat to civilisation see, "Mr. Atlee to make statement to cabinet'', Canberra Times, 9 Aug. 1945, p I & 
"Most of Hiroshima reduced to ashes", Army News, 9 Aug. 1945, p I. For American apprehension, "New ultimatum 
likely soon", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1945, p I; "Surrender or else!'', Age, 9 Aug. 1945, p I & "Protest 
disregarded", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1945, p I. On fears for future see "Atomic bomb seen apprehensively", 
Army News, 14 Aug. 1945, p3; "Fear for future: use of new bomb", Age, I 0 Aug. 1945, p 1; "Atom bomb horrorno 
caused for exultation", Argus, I 0 Aug. 1945, p3; "Revulsion to bomb", Age, 11 Aug. 1945, pl; "Bomb seen as danger 
to civilisation: views of churchmen and scientists", Argus, 13 Aug. 1945, p16; "World reaction to atomic bomb", 
Canberra Times, 11 Aug. 1945, p I. 
58 "Temptation to posterity", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1945, p I. 
59 "Death area will be left for years by atomic bomb", Canberra Times, 9 Aug. 1945, pl; Paul Boyer, By the Bomb's 
early light: American thought and culture at the dawn of the atomic age. 2nd ed. (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1994. ), p 188. It is possible that this occurred because at this time the Canberra Times was not owned 
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Advertiser, Brisbane Courier Mail, Brisbane Telegraph, & Hobart Mercury), Frank Packer's Consolidated Press 
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Tokyo Radio also continued to condemn the bombing by making the uncomfortable 
connection between the atomic bomb and poison gas. The Japanese press also 
explained that they had lodged a protest with the Swiss government about this 'inhuman 
weapon'. Throughout the next few days Tokyo Radio emphasised the large number of 
civilian casualties, claiming that 'the dead in Hiroshima were too numerous to be 
counted'. 60 These Japanese perspectives questioned the American justifications for the 
bombing. They suggested an alternative interpretation, that the bombs were not 'divine 
deliverance' but could be seen as a 'crime', something 'inhuman', an 'atrocity' and as a 
violation of international law.61 
Over the following days further disquieting reports claimed that 30%, or 3 .3 square 
miles of Nagasaki was destroyed.62 Given the figures quoted for Hiroshima it was 
perhaps more disturbing to hear that the bomb dropped on Nagasaki was an 'improved' 
version. At a press conference at Guam officials announced it made the first bomb 
'obsolete'. A Washington press release explained further that the bomb only used a 
fraction of its potential - small improvements could make it much more efficient. 63 
Curiously it was a reflective article appearing in the Bulletin at the end of the week 
which expressed the most notable regret over civilian deaths and made a clear 
distinction between those Japanese who were and were not responsible for war crimes. 
It appeared the unsigned author had not been convinced by American claims that 
Hirqshima and Nagasaki were both military targets. The Japanese war criminals, the 
article explains, were all men: 'Many, probably most, of the inhabitants of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki were inevitably women and children' .64 The author also notes that the 
atomic bombing, while carried out in the name of the Allies, was primarily an American 
and British project, making Australians outsiders to the act. 
Morning Herald, Sydney Sun, Sydney Sun-Herald, & Australian Financial Review). See Tomey-Parlicki, 
Somewhere in Asia, ppxxi-xxii. 
60 "Nagasaki burns fiercely", Argus, 11 Aug. 1945, p3; "Note of urgency", Advertiser, 10 Aug. 1945, p 1 & "First 
atomic bomb now 'obsolete"', Advertiser, 13 Aug. 1945, p8. 
61 For claims the bomb violated international Jaw see Age, 9 Aug. 1945, pl; Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1945, 
r: 1; Mercury, 9 Aug. 1945, p 1; Advertiser, 9 Aug. 1945, pl; Argus, 9 Aug. 1945, p I. 
2 "Nagasaki devastated", Anny News, 12 Aug. 1945, pl; "First atomic bomb already obsolete", Argus, 13 Aug. 1945, 
E16. 
3 "First atomic bomb now 'obsolete'", Advertiser, 13 Aug. 1945, p8; "First atomic bomb already obsolete'', p16. 
64 "Like a thunderbolt", Bulletin, 15 Aug. 1945, p6. 
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More in character for the Bulletin was its concern about the possible 'terrible 
consequences' of the atomic bomb. The article asks: 
What will be the reaction among the colored races, who greatly outnumber the whites? 
May not private or mob wars be started by men crazed with hate? And could not the 
atomic bomb be used to prevent or stop Communist civil wars, which are threatened 
even in English-speaking countries? Could it be resorted to if bands headed by mad 
scientists sprang up in the dismembered countries, using perhaps even more terrible 
weapons, mechanical or chemical ?65 
The official narrative reasserted 
On the 10th August Truman broadcast a speech reaffirming the American version of the 
bombing. In response to public concern about civilian casualties his announcement 
stressed that both Hiroshima and Nagasaki were chosen to minimise civilian casualties. 
He declared: 'if the Japanese government does not decide to get out of the war, then we 
will use the atomic bomb, with its terrible destructive power, against industrial centres, 
and thousands of civilians will be killed'. The speech warned civilians to 'get out of all 
industrial centres immediately or take the consequences' (but did not offer any 
suggestions of safe locations where they might go). Australian papers widely reported 
Truman's demands on the following day.66 In several reports the American 
justifications appear almost verbatim. Some echoed their attempts to normalise the 
bomb.67 Other articles, such as the Sydney Morning Herald editorial of the 1 lth 
reiterated many of the same themes. The editorial claimed that although the Allies only 
engaged in total war in self defence, it was necessary to use the best weapons available. 
It suggested that morally the atomic bomb is no different to other weapons of war but is 
merely a culmination of developments in mechanised destruction. While it is natural we 
should 'shrink from it', dying by the atom bomb is no different, 'the consequence to the 
individual victim is the same' .68 
A central part of the American narrative remained the dismissal of radiation. On the 
10th August the War Department issued a short statement denying that areas of 
Hiroshima would continue to be radioactive. Dr Robert Oppenheimer offered the 
scientific explanation that any radioactivity on the ground would have been dispersed by 
65 "Like a thunderbolt", p6. 
66 "What another war would mean", Canberra Times, 11 Aug. 1945, p I; "Potsdam tenns'', Age, 11 Aug. 1945, p I; 
"More atomic bombs: Truman warns Japan", Anny News, 11 Aug. 1945 p 1. 
67 
"Science journal says jitters over bomb not justified", Canberra Times, 11 Aug. 1945, p 1. 
68 "The moral issues of the atomic bomb", Sydney Morning Herald, 11 Aug. 1945, p2. 
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Illustration 3: The billowing mushroom cloud from Hiroshima soon became a familiar symbol, but 
audiences were not encouraged to look beneath it. (Photograph courtesy of the Australian War 
Memorial, Accession no. 043863.) 
the blast and thus would decay very rapidly. Later articles describing the bombing of 
Nagasaki commented that the bomb had been detonated above ground to give the 
maximum blast effect. Consequently any radioactivity was spread harmlessly over the 
ground.69 
From the 11th reports about the Japanese surrender overshadowed these debates about 
the bomb's morality. On the 13th a further distraction appeared when the first pictures 
of the bomb exploding were published, again encouraging the public to view the atomic 
bomb as a spectacle. 70 
Adding local flavour 
Australian newspapers also attempted to find a local angle to these stories. One 
example is the assertion that Australians participated in the Manhattan project. 71 The 
involvement of Professors Marc Oliphant, Eric Burhop and Harry Massey allowed 
various state papers to claim ownership of their home-town boys. Burhop was even 
claimed by two different states - Tasmania, where he was born, and Victori~, where he 
was educated. Their photographs were lined up in several papers alongside other 
scientists involved, in a bizarre kind of 'atomic heroes' gallery. 72 Some local 
connections were more tenuous than others. The Australian Women's Weekly was 
proud to describe the 'Girlhood of [the] woman who helped to split [the] atom'. The 
article's author had discovered that Elsa Froelich, a former Viennese music teacher 
living in Sydney, knew the physicist Dr Lisa Meitner as a schoolgirl friend. 73 
The broadsheets also reported comments by local experts, quoting opm10ns from 
scientists like Dr Stuart Pennycuick (lecturer in Physical Chemistry, University of 
69 "First atomic bomb now 'obsolete"', p8; "First atomic bomb already obsolete", pl6; "Atomic bomb seen 
apprehensively", Army News, 14 Aug. 1945, p3. Oppenheimer's comments appear in "Little radioactivity after 
atomic bomb", Argus, I 0 Aug. 1945, p3. 
70 The Sydney Morning Herald and Argus put the picture on the front page, the Age at the bottom of the second page. 
Sydney Morning Herald, 13 Aug. 1945, pl; Argus, 13 Aug. 1945, pl; Age, 13 Aug. 1945, p2. 
71 "Atom bomb is fruit of long years ofresearch", p2. 
72 "Australian share in discovery: Professor Oliphant's work on atoms", Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945, ppl&6; "Tasmanian 
in Atomic Bomb team", Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, p2; "Australia helps in research: two from Melbourne", Argus, 8 
Aug. 1945, p3; "Scientist who was schoolboy at Ballarat", Argus, 10 Aug. 1945, p3. For the 'gallery' see "Men who 
produced atom bomb", showing Professor J. Chadwick, Professor J.D. Cockcroft, Professor Marc Oliphant, Dr 
Vannevar Bush, Dr J.E. Connant & Sir George Thomson, Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, p3 & "Leading 
experts on atoms", Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945, p 1, where Oliphant' s picture is placed above those of Professor Niels 
Bohr & Sir George Thomson. 
73 Australian Women's Weekly, 25 Aug. 1945, p 19. Meitner worked on early uranium splitting experiments with Otto 
Hahn. 
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Adelaide), Professor Kerr Grant (Professor of Physics, University of Adelaide) and 
Henry Barraclough (Professor of Engineering, University of Sydney). 74 These 
references to academic experts reflect more than editors' attempts to provide an 
Australian slant. Other experts were quoted, for example the Briton Sir John 
Anderson. 75 This established a pattern which continued throughout reporting of atomic 
energy issues for years to come: of deference to those with 'expert' status and the 
tendency for papers to favour quotations from certain individuals who embodied 
Australian physics in the public eye, most notably Marc Oliphant and Ernest Titterton. 
Newspapers also reported the apocryphal claim that uranium from South Australia's 
Mount Painter mine was used in the Hiroshima bomb's construction. At this time the 
public knew little about this 'atomic bomb ore'. The media drew connections to its 
relationship with radium, which was better known. When Prime Minster Chifley 
outlined Australia's real uranium experience- that its uranium deposits were examined 
during 1944 but found to be insufficient for the project's needs - reporters were less 
enthusiastic. The majority of papers ignored the story. 76 
Another method of personalising the atomic bombing was one adopted by papers world-
wide - drawing a picture or a map of the local area, with the radius of the bomb's 
damage superimposed on the top. In Australia the Hobart Mercury was the first to use 
this technique. On the 8th August its front page printed a small drawing of Tasmania 
with the radius of the bomb's impact marked as a circle. Historian Michael McKeman 
is dismissive of such drawings but I believe these visual aids were significant. 77 In part 
they were used because editors lacked photographs of the explosion at Hiroshima. 
More significantly, translation of the enormity of the damage into a familiar scale 
reinforced the notion that one bomb could obliterate an entire city. 
74 "Uranium from SA source", Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, pl; "Science outstrips man's own 
improvement", Argus, 8 Aug. 1945, p3; Kerr Grant, "The atomic engine may follow", Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945, p6; 
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76 For uranium claims: "How Mount Painter uranium was developed", Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945, p6; "Uranium from 
SA source", p I; "SA sent bomb element", Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, p2; "Uranium from SA mine", Argus, 8 Aug. 1945, 
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Illustrations 4 & 5: The Mercury demonstrates how far away the bomb was felt in Japan, then 
superimposes this distance on a map of Tasmania. (Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, ppl & 11.) 
The Mercury's circle, representing how far away the blast was felt not the actual radius 
of destruction, demonstrates that the entirety of Tasmania would be affected by the 
explosion. The circle engulfs Tasmania, stretching out to touch King Island and 
Wilson's Promontory in southern Victoria. If one did not read the text carefully it 
appears to indicate that the island would be completely annihilated. Such a graphic 
representation of the atomic bomb's destructive powers should not be lightly dismissed. 
When an American press release on the 8th August announced that the atomic bomb 
had completely obliterated everything within four square miles Australian papers 
responded by translating this into local terms. Both the Adelaide Advertiser and the 
Melbourne Argus printed drawings of the cities' central districts overlain with a circle. 
In Adelaide the circle centered on the G.P.O. and stretched to St. Peter's Cathedral on 
the north side, Victoria Park racecourse on the east, Park Terrace on the south and to 
beyond the West Terrace cemetery. The Argus drawing encompassed similar 
Melbourne landmarks. 78 
The Mercury provided an aerial photograph of Hobart, with a caption reading: 
This picture of Hobart covers about four square miles. Reconnaissance pictures show 
that four and one-tenth square miles of the Japanese city of Hiroshima, on Honshu, were 
completely wiped out by one atomic bomb on Monday, apart from partial destruction 
outside this area. The Japs say all living things, human and animal, were blown or 
scorched to death. 79 
Considering the dominance of the atomic bomb story in the press world-wide, it is also 
surprising to discover that some publications did not mention the atomic bomb at all. 
For example, the Army Magazine's final issue (August-September) was ready for 
publishing when the war ended. The issue's editorial announced it was published in its 
original form with only two pages altered. One gives a brief account of the events of 
August. Nowhere does it mention that the atomic bombings hastened the war's end.80 
No sympathy for 'inbred entomological bipeds' 
Press coverage praising the bomb clearly overshadowed opposition to its use. Editorials 
agreed with each other and with the official American presentation of the bombing. 
78 Advertiser, 9 Aug. 1945, pl, Argus, 9 Aug. 1945, pl. 
79 "Area completely blasted", Mercury, 9 Aug. 1945, p2. 
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Despite this, the letters selected for publication suggested an even divide in public 
sentiments. The equal space given to detractors may have contributed to the ferocity 
with which pro-bomb writers defended their views. 
Several correspondents wrote to support the protest of the three Methodist Ministers 
from Sydney.81 Some denounced the 'bestiality' and 'barbarism' of the bomb. One 
remarks: 'Our enemy, so cruel, so ruthless, so revengeful, is not so alien to ourselves'. 82 
Many asked how Western nations could still claim to be 'civilised'. Some questioned 
the humanitarian pretensions of Christianity. Others commented on the hypocrisy of 
condemning other civilian deaths while celebrating these.83 One Sydney correspondent 
expressed her horror that 'great countries like the United States and Britain' were 
responsible, adding: 'It would be understandable that such an idea as the atomic bomb 
should have emanated in Germany'. 84 Others protested more forcefully that the atomic 
bombing of civilians was a war crime. Several argued that Hiroshima was a civilian 
target and was not suitably warned. One Adelaide correspondent questioned the 
'collective guilt' of the population, asking: 'Are these unfortunates "the authors of the 
outrage of Pearl Harbour"?' 85 
Many letters, while not criticising the Hiroshima bombing, expressed unease about the 
weapon's future use. Some mused about the threat to civilisation. Some worried that it 
might be used in the future against 'us' (the West). Some suggested that machines were 
becoming our masters. Others argued that the human race could be annihilated. 86 One 
Mel,bourne Age reader was particularly riled at the 'sheer blasphemy' of Churchill's 
claim that this 'devilish weapon' was a gift from God. 87 
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These letters of protest provoked a barrage of replies defending the use of the atomic 
bomb. Some argued, as Churchill had, that as God created the atom, the bomb must be 
a gift from God. O.M. Rooke, from Sydney, argues: 
We prayed for a speedy end to the war. It seems that our prayers were answered and 
the Almighty has placed the power of the universe in the hands of the law-abiding and 
peace-loving nations of Britain and America.88 
Many insisted the new bomb was no different to other weapons of modem war. 
Cuthbert Hall calls it 'a logical development of what preceded it'; R.A. Gilfillan asks: 
'If one must be emotional, why not deplore (retrospectively) the first parcel of 
gunpowder - or even the first bow and arrow'; and Ronald Macintyre asserts: 'There is 
no moral difference between the 10-ton bomb and the atomic bomb. It is only a more 
severe lesson in the same direction' .89 When considering these debates it becomes 
clearer why American officials placed such importance on denying radioactivity. The 
belief that the atomic bomb killed in the same way as any other weapon underlay 
statements like: 'Anyway, what's the difference in being killed by atomic bombs or by 
naval shelling?'; or: 'If the atomic bomb did kill a few thousand Japanese, they at least 
died a quick death' .90 
Some correspondents insisted that the atomic bomb was not the problem, rather that 
warfare in general had changed. One Sydney man argued that in 'total war' there could 
be no such thing as an innocent civilian when nearly all civilians were involved in some 
way in the war effort. Another commented that all the arguments against the use of the 
atomic bomb could be applied to aerial bombing or artillery fire. 91 
By far the most passionate responses came from those who insisted that the Japanese 
deserved no sympathy. Many were relieved that the Allies finished their bomb project 
first. J.D. Wilson explains: 
The atomic bomb does the job once and for all and should be a source of thanksgiving. 
It should be hailed as another big victory over a treacherous and barbaric enemy, who 
would not hesitate to use it if he had it. It is no argument to say that it is not Christian 
or humane. No wars are Christian or humane. But when the heathen of the Axis 
Powers wage war on the world, civilization must hit back and hit hard, or go under.92 
88 0. M. Rooke, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 Aug. 1945, p9. 
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Others suggested that the bomb served its purpose - to bring a quick end to the war. 
Those with sons in the army were especially grateful for its discovery. Truman spoke of 
American lives spared, but many also believed the bomb saved Australian lives.93 With 
obvious contempt for protesters not living in the 'real world', one Sydney 'Father of an 
R.A.A.F.' writes: 
If the objectors to the atomic bomb or their sons were put in the front line and ordered 
to storm Japan and were given the choice whether they would have a few atomic bombs 
released on the Japs first, I think there would be few objectors.94 
Many correspondents dwelled at length on the treachery and barbarity of the enemy.95 
Other letters clearly expressed hatred of the Japanese. L. Green from Sydney asserts: 
It would not be more absurd to object to the use of hydrocyanic fumes against parasitic 
vermin than to object to atomic bombs against the inbred entomological bipeds called 
Japanese. There was no such rush of letters when our nurses and Chinese children were 
raped to death.96 
Such attitudes would linger for decades to come, hinting at the extent to which anger at 
the mistreatment of Allied POWs had become imbedded in the collective Australian 
psyche.97 
Atomic coverage in context 
On the 18th August the Argus published an article under the headline "Menace of the 
atomic bomb", expressing concern that the press now treated the atomic bomb 'matter 
of factly'; that it had been knocked off the newspapers' agenda by discussion about the 
Japanese surrender and the end of the war. Its author, David McNicoll, complains: 
It will probably be a long time before the general public assimilate just what has been 
accomplished in this new discovery. At present the public vision is being blurred, either 
by people who think of it purely as a destructive force or by unscientific "crackpots" 
who are already talking glibly about regular passenger schedules to the moon.98 
Significantly, the Argus printed the article on page twelve. 
93 Alan Fitzgerald, for example, argues that the Japanese would have killed Allied POWs when invaded. Alan 
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McNicoll was partially correct. The flurry of articles about the atomic bomb had now 
subsided. Those that did appear were shorter and no longer appeared on the front pages. 
These changes cannot be entirely attributed to lack of public interest. One simple 
explanation is that papers had nothing new to say. In the week following the 6th August 
the press enthusiastically published story after story about atomic energy. It was 
discussed from every conceivable angle. When new perspectives did appear they were 
published.99 McNicoll was also correct in suggesting that attention was being diverted 
by other stories. 
As Prue Parley-Tornicki has recently argued, the rush of publicity about POWs in early 
September swept concerns about the atomic bomb off the press agenda. 100 In addition, I 
would suggest that the amount of space Australian broadsheet newspapers devoted to 
the atomic bomb in the second half of 1945 is actually quite limited when compared to 
other war items. Articles about the atomic bomb did dominate the press for the week 
following the bombing of Hiroshima. Stories about atomic energy made almost daily 
appearances for the rest of August and atomic stories were still considered newsworthy 
from September to December. Yet the overall impact of this press coverage 1s 
considerably diminished when seen in the context of other popular stories. A 
comparison of the number of articles appearing in the Melbourne Argus and Sydney 
Morning Herald for this period is instructive. 101 
Between July and December both papers printed about a hundred articles on atomic 
energy/the atomic bomb (Argus 96, Herald 105). Out of a hundred, only fifteen from 
each paper addressed the atomic bombing of the Japanese cities. Other articles 
discussed the consequences for human civilisation (Argus 6, Herald 5), for future wars 
(Argus 4, Herald 6) and for international relations (Argus 7, Herald 14), while some 
dealt with the question of secrecy and international control. (Argus 13, Herald 7). A 
handful of articles reported opposition to the use of the bombs (Argus 5, Herald 8), 
while only a few mentioned radioactivity (Argus 5, Herald l). Several told the story of 
99 Noel Hush, "H.G. Wells foretold it all", Sydney Morning Herald, 18 Aug. 1945, p6 & George Bernard Shaw, "War 
absurd before the atomic bomb", Sydney Morning Herald, 18 Aug. 1945, p6. 
100 Tomey-Parlicki, Somewhere in Asia, pp73-76; Saunders, "The world was black", p 152-54. 
IOI Figures are taken from the "The Argus" Index, July-December 1945, pp6-7, 57-61, 107-113; "The Sydney 
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the scientists' discovery (Argus 8, Herald 5), the race with Germany (Argus 2) and 
discussed possible defenses against the bomb (Argus 5, Herald 1). 102 
By contrast, in the same period, other war stories received much more attention. Both 
the Argus and Sydney Morning Herald gave considerable coverage to air attacks on 
Japan (Argus 42, Herald 81 ), details of the Japanese surrender (Argus 88, Herald 62) 
and plans for the Allied occupation (Argus 88, Herald 41 ). Perhaps the best illustration 
of this point is the number of articles concerning prisoners of war in Japan, and other 
reports of Japanese atrocities: the Argus publishing 336 of these, the Sydney Morning 
Herald 427. 
It is also illuminating to note the placement of these articles. For example, on the 10th 
September, the Argus published an article about radioactivity continuing to cause deaths 
in Hiroshima. The article appeared in the left hand column. An aerial photograph in the 
top centre of the page showed the devastation. To the right of this photo appeared an 
article twice its size titled "Rising horror at Jap atrocity record". Another small article 
in the bottom left hand comer is titled "Atrocity officers for Japan: to trace 'small' war 
criminals". 103 It is doubtful that this placement was deliberate but the contrast is 
obvious - symbolically any sympathy for the Japanese victims at Hiroshima is 
overshadowed by the merciless treatment meted out to Allied soldiers. 
'Death rays' and the strange sickness 
Throughout August, papers continued to report individual protests against the bomb. 
The Army News noted that Reverend C.C. Thicknesse, the Dean of St. Albans 
(Hertfordshire, England), had banned a civic peace service because of his distaste for 
the atomic bomb. Thicknesse was quoted as saying: 'I cannot honestly give thanks to 
God for an event brought about by the wrong use of force, by an act of wholesale and 
indiscriminate massacre different in kind from all acts of open warfare hitherto 
known' .104 The Herald described how the Anglican Synod 'clashed' when one 
102 The remaining articles were on miscellaneous topics relating to atomic energy. 
103 Argus, 10 Sep. 1945, p16. 
104 "Bans service because of atomic bomb", Army News, 21 Aug. 1945, p4. 
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member, the Reverend W.J. Gumbley, 'inappropriately' raised the issue of the bomb 
during an unrelated debate. 105 
Such dissension was fueled by further reports that were emerging from Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. Homer Bigart, a reporter from the Herald-Tribune who was flown over 
Nagasaki, writes: 
At first glance Nagasaki looks as though it has been swept clean by a great flood that 
deposited red clay and silt and left no debris, except a fringe around the ruined area. 
The ground has been picked clean in the impact area. 106 
On the 21st August the Japanese paper Mainichi published three pictures of devastated 
areas of Nagasaki. On the following day Tokyo Radio announced that the death toll in 
both cities continued to rise. Australian papers reported these alarming figures, along 
with disturbing stories about radiation sickness. 
Prue Tomey-Parlicki argues that a shift in reporting occurred as papers tended to view 
the bomb as 'the harbinger of peace' rather than as newsworthy in itself. She writes: 
Most Australian papers carried a meagre agency report citing the Japanese claim that 
many people who had initially exhibited few physical symptoms were weakening and 
dying inexplicably. But the reports failed to arouse any significant comment.107 
While I agree that the papers were less interested in the fate of the victims than in 
revenge for Japanese misconduct, I would suggest a slightly different emphasis. These 
radiation stories remain significant from the perspective of the construction of stories 
about Hiroshima. Amid the silencing of victims' perspectives they are notable because 
they were published and not ignored, because they appeared over a number of days 
(from the 23rd to the 30th August) and because they were victim oriented. 
On the 23rd August the Sydney Morning Herald reported these claims on its front page 
under the heading "480,000 victims of atom bomb: Toyko's version of damage". 108 The 
same article appeared on the back page of the Argus on August 23rd under the title 
"Horrifying ravage by atom bomb: 480,000 casualties in two cities". The articles 
suggested that 60,000 people were killed in Hiroshima, although it had been difficult to 
105 "Synod clash on atomic bomb", Sydney Morning Herald, 24 Aug. 1945, p3. Gumbley claimed that the Church 
needed to distance itself from the actions taken by the Western powers, or any spiritual prestige it once held in the 
East would be lost. 
106 "Nagasaki swept clean as though by giant flood", Mercury, 29 Aug. 1945, p5. 
107 Tomey-Parlicki, "Whatever the thing may be called", p63. 
108 "480,000 victims of atom bomb: Toyko's version of damage", Sydney Morning Herald, 23 Aug. 1945, pl. 
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count bodies because almost all the houses in an area thirty kilometres in diameter were 
destroyed. The Argus explains: 
The number of the dead is mounting; many who were burned cannot survive because of 
the uncanny effects produced by the bomb in the human body. Even those who were 
slightly burned and who appeared quite healthy at first weakened after a few days for 
some unknown reason and frequently died. 109 
Significantly, these were also the first articles in the Australian press to mention the 
presence of black rain at Hiroshima. They reported witnesses' claims that 'they saw 
ripples circulate from the explosion and a black shower, apparently some form ofliquid, 
rained from five to ten minutes after the explosion and stained their clothing' .110 
On the 24th an Advertiser editorial commented that the size of the explosion itself is 
hard to comprehend, but 'the mind is completely staggered by the thought that this 
explosion is accompanied by the generation of a mysterious "death ray" as effective as 
anything ever invented by a sensational novelist' .111 By the 25th the story about 
radiation sickness was front page news for many Australian papers. The Hobart 
Mercury reported the story on its front page next to a picture of the Nagasaki mushroom 
cloud. The author graphically illustrated the immediate impact of the explosion, writing: 
The majority of those injured received burns from ultra-violet rays. Those within a 11.1 
mile radius from the centre of the explosion were burnt two or three times. Others two 
miles distant had their skin turned bright red. Blisters formed after two hours, resulting 
. dr 112 m opsy. 
The text related that in less than three weeks radioactivity had doubled the initial death 
toll from 30,000 to 60,000. Alarmingly, the papers reported that not only those present 
in Hiroshima and Nagasaki during the explosions were affected, the radiation also 
attacked rescue workers arriving later. The Sydney Morning Herald cited the workers' 
lower white and red cell blood counts, ominously quoting the Tokyo broadcast's 
conclusion: 'This shows that no person can completely recover from injuries received 
from the effect of the atomic bomb'. 113 
109 "Horrifying ravage by atomic bomb", Argus, 23 Aug. 1945, p20. 
110 "Horrifying ravage by atomic bomb", p20, "480,000 victims of atom bomb", pl. 
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Several days later under the heading "Atomic death roll still growing" the Argus 
reported the case of a woman in Nagasaki who appeared healthy and had suffered only a 
minor bruise after the attack. Ten days later she complained of growing weakness. 
Tests revealed she had only one-tenth the normal level of white blood corpuscles and 
two-thirds the number of red blood corpuscles. Over a matter of days her bruise grew 
worse, her hair began to fall out, and on the nineteenth day after the bombing she 
died. 114 A week later an agency story explained that the hills near Hiroshima had 
mysteriously turned brown. The article also explained that by the 1st September the 
official death toll had climbed to 53,000 'because many people originally listed as 
slightly injured died for no apparent reason'. 115 
On the 10th September an article by Argus correspondent George Johnston reported that 
the death toll continued to increase past 85,000 as the wounded died at the rate of 105 a 
day. 116 This death toll now included people who had visited the area, either as health 
workers or sightseers. Occupation troops had been warned against visiting Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki because of the radiation. Even official American visitors were not staying 
long. Johnston cited surgeons working near Hiroshima who had apparently claimed that 
'even today a stay of more than a week in Hiroshima will probably produce impotence 
and possible death; even though radioactivity, according to known scientific tests, has 
ceased in this area'. 11 7 
The most striking part of Johnston's article is his description of what happened to the 
radi~tion victims. He writes: 
Most people, at first unaffected or little harmed, who have since died, began to sicken 
10 days after the explosion. Their march to swift and agonizing death went through a 
stereotyped process - loss of appetite, fever with a temperature exceeding 105 degrees, 
loss of hair, vomiting, diarrhoea, a substantial fall in the white corpuscle count and a 
lesser fall in red corpuscles, collapse of skin tissues in dreadful sores and blotches, and 
then death.118 
Johnston also emphasised that all of the treatments tried so far have been ineffective. 
The article concluded with a discussion of how different the city looked to one 
devastated by a conventional attack. Not only did the destruction affect a vast area, but 
114 "Atomic bomb death roll still growing", Argus, 30 Aug. 1945, p20. 
115 "Hills burned brown days after atom bomb", Sydney Morning Herald, 5 Sep. 1945, p3. 
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the debris was covered in grey sand, ash and powdered stone, produced when the atomic 
bomb pulverized many city buildings. 
'A lot of nonsense': the official denials continue 
The most common U.S. administration response to these claims was simply direct 
refutation. In an interview in late August, Major-General Groves (head of the 
Manhattan project) called the reports of radioactivity 'pure propaganda' .119 Two weeks 
later, reporter Jack Percival complained that the Japanese continued to 'wage a cunning 
psychological war'. In particular, he notes: 'There is a pronounced effort to embarrass 
the Allies by harping on the cruelties of the atomic bomb' .120 Reports from a scientific 
team sent to Hiroshima for a superficial survey explained that the radiation had been 
'much greater than expected, but there was no radioactivity lingering in the area'. 121 
These denials were echoed by Australian POW s. In October men returning from a 
prison camp near Nagasaki dubbed the reports 'Japanese propaganda'. The Argus 
quotes one man's blunt remark: 'The only effect we felt was lack of appetite. A lot of 
nonsense has been talked about radioactivity'. 122 
As well as these direct denials the official narrative also continued to exclude the 
experiences of Japanese civilians. In early September the U.S. War Department 
released a story by William Laurence, their officially sanctioned reporter from the New 
York Times, who rode along on the Nagasaki bombing run. The Sydney Morning 
Herald reprinted Laurence's excited prose: 'It was fire. It was a living thing. A new 
species of being was born right before our incredulous eyes' .123 Descriptions like 
Laurence's were intended to remind the reader of the awesome nature of atomic 
technology. As allies of the U.S., Australians were invited to share the feelings of 
power and triumph that this narrative exudes. 
The victor/victim dichotomy was reinforced in other ways as the victors were 
encouraged not to fear the bomb. The Herald reported that an American plane designer, 
119 Argus, I Sep. 1945, p32. 
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Major de Seversky, suggested that the atomic bomb would be much less powerful 
against Western cities. He claimed that 'the majority of the 60,000 deaths in Hiroshima 
resulted from falling parts of flimsy structures' .124 To further downplay the bomb's 
destructive powers Seversky proposed that the primary fire in Hiroshima was not started 
by the atom bomb but by 'hot stoves'. Westerners were persuaded that their sturdy 
buildings would not suffer the same fate as those of the backward Japanese, who still 
built with wood and paper. 
American censorship begins 
When Australian journalist Wilfred Burchett entered Hiroshima on the 3rd September 
he became the first Westerner to visit the ruined city. Burchett had arrived in Tokyo 
with the advance occupation force (MacArthur declared Tokyo, Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki off limits to journalists after his landing). While most journalists watched the 
surrender ceremony on the Missouri Burchett traveled alone to Hiroshima. A day later 
a party of American journalists arrived, escorted by army officials on an approved tour. 
Burchett told them 'the real story is in the hospitals'. Later he commented that they 
seemed more interested in hurriedly inspecting the ruined buildings and returning to 
Tokyo to file their stories quickly. 125 
Burchett's story appeared on the front page of the Daily Express on the 5th September 
under the dramatic heading 'The Atomic Plague: I write this as a warning to the world'. 
Several scholars have explored Burchett's Hiroshima visit. 126 He has attracted the label 
'the first Western journalist into Hiroshima' and his story detailing radiation sickness is 
considered groundbreaking. According to one scholar it 'caused a world-wide 
sensation' .127 The Daily Express allowed other papers to syndicate the story and 
Burchett's compassionate reporting affected many readers world-wide. 
Many of Australia's major dailies did not pick up, or prominently display, Burchett's 
story. The Sydney Morning Herald and the Melbourne Age, for example, ignored it 
124 "Efficacy ofatom bomb", Sydney Morning Herald, 3 Nov. 1945, pl. 
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altogether. The Argus refused to publish it, instead relying on reports from their 
correspondent George Johnston. The Daily Telegraph did publish the whole article but 
it altered Burchett's headline and only printed the story on page three; while in Adelaide 
the Advertiser printed only a small excerpt. 128 At the same time Australian papers also 
printed rival stories about Hiroshima from the A.A.P. cable service, from 'special 
correspondents' and American sources. 
Burchett's assertion that other reporters were only interested in the destruction of 
buildings is not entirely substantiated. Several reports published in the same week did 
discuss death tolls, radiation, insanity and squalor. 129 Neither was Burchett's the first 
story to talk about radiation sickness. Burchett's writing, however, did express more 
sympathy than some other writers, to such an extent that his editor changed it slightly, 
thinking Burchett had been too overwhelmed by the destruction. 130 In contrast, one 
unnamed war correspondent writing for the Sydney Morning Herald insisted that the 
damage at Hiroshima 'could be duplicated almost as effectively by any large accurate 
raid under the same conditions'. He complained that the Red Cross hospital 'is now a 
revolting site', and that 'little has been done to clean the building. There seemed to be a 
fatalistic disregard for life or living conditions'. 131 The important distinction, then, was 
not the uniqueness ofBurchett's report but his opposition to the bomb's use. 132 
Burchett's experience is most revealing of American attempts to downplay radiation. 
Burchett angered the American establishment by 'scooping' their sanctioned reporters. 
They were also unimpressed that the Express allowed international papers to repeat his 
story. Consequently, Burchett had difficulty getting the story out of Hiroshima. 
His report also contradicted continuing official denials about radiation. General 
Thomas F. Farrell arrived in Hiroshima on the 8th September with scientific staff who 
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had been instructed, one member of the team later revealed, to 'prove that there was no 
radioactivity from the bomb'. 133 After a superficial survey Farrell returned to Tokyo to 
report his findings. General Groves issued a statement claiming that the few Japanese 
affected by radiation could be attributed to poor Japanese medical care. 
Farrell later held a press conference at the Imperial hotel to announce the mission's 
results. He denied the accuracy of Japanese casualty reports and stated emphatically 
that there was no 'lingering radiation'. Burchett, who had just returned to Tokyo, 
arrived dramatically mid-way though the conference and confronted Farrell with what 
he had seen. Farrell dismissed his claims, saying: 'I'm afraid you've fallen victim to 
Japanese propaganda' .134 Afterwards the authorities hospitalised Burchett, where 
doctors recorded his abnormally low white cell count. While Burchett was in hospital 
the censors confiscated his camera and film. MacArthur also quickly revoked his press 
credentials. 135 
A similar incident occurred to Chicago Daily News reporter George Weller. Weller, an 
opponent of what he saw as unnecessary censorship, declined to go along with 
'conformist' journalists who followed MacArthur's orders to examine the Japanese 
prison camps. On the 5th September Weller instead took a train alone to Nagasaki. 
Unlike Burchett, Weller sent his story straight to the censorship office in Tokyo to be 
cleared. Although Weller supported the atomic bombing he had dispassionately 
described the medical conditions in Nagasaki. The censors buried his report 
completely. 136 
MacArthur's headquarters drafted their censorship plans in April but his later actions 
were also reactions to W estem press reports about Japanese atrocities and suggestions 
the occupation would be too 'soft'. Japanese officials also angered MacArthur. 
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Intercepted messages indicated they intended to publicise atomic damage to the world to 
win sympathy. 137 
After the establishment of the occupation force it quickly implemented these censorship 
plans. A sweeping press code issued on the 19th September prevented almost all 
reporting from Hiroshima. Articles had to be re-written to disguise the censorship. 
Censorship of Japanese medical or scientific data quickly followed. The newspaper 
censorship continued until 1949 and censorship of scientific papers for the next two 
years after that. The atomic bomb became essentially a forbidden subject in Japan. 
Until 1948 authors published only four books and one collection of poetry on the 
subject. In 1949 thirteen books were published, including Takashi Nagai's The Bells of 
Nagasaki. It was not until 1951 that Asahi Shimbun published its first pictures of 
keloids on radiation victims. After censorship ceased, thirty three books about the 
atomic bombing appeared between 1952 and 1955.138 
As the Bulletin noted, Australians were observers to the bombing of Hiroshima.139 This 
was in fact the first of many nuclear events that Australians viewed from a distance. 
Through the information they did receive Australian audiences were encouraged to 
think about the atomic bombing of Hiroshima/Nagasaki and the atomic bomb itself in 
certain ways. Despite careful attempts by Allied (especially American) spokesmen and 
speechwriters to assert a victorious narrative - to normalise the bomb and deny the 
effects of radioactivity - other ideas also became associated with it. Two of the most 
pervasive were images of the bomb as a 'city destroyer' and that of lingering, invisible 
radiation. Most importantly, these stories about Hiroshima neglected the human 
experience. It was not until years later when Australians 'revisited' Hiroshima that a 
more sophisticated understanding, including allowing a voice for Hiroshima's victims, 
could develop. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THINGS TO COME: ATOMIC POSSIBILITIES, 1945-1949 
'It is all very ingenious, very modem and very very new'. 1 
'Nobody, least of all I, wants to minimize the trouble we've seen and the spot we're in, and I don't think 
anybody regards the atom bomb as a rather large firecracker - but the fact is that we are not auditioning 
for an epitaph just now. We are looking for a plan'.2 
After August 1945 it did not talce long for publishers to begin churning out enthusiastic 
paperbacks about atomic energy. They had titles like Almighty Atom and Atomic energy 
in the coming era, and described men driving atomic powered cars, planes, submarines; 
in fact using atomic energy for just about everything. Although their naivete is striking, 
these works neatly capture the sense of possibility which surrounded atomic energy at 
this time. 
During this period of American hegemony, before the arms race and the development of 
the hydrogen bomb, much excitable rhetoric about atomic possibilities appeared. 3 In 
these debates there is tension between two portrayals of atomic energy: its 'newness', or 
difference, and attempts to normalise it. Had atomic energy signaled a new era or was it 
merely part of a larger story of progress? Could humans really be masters of this 
extraordinary power, or would their creation have a life of its own? Could humanity 
create a better post-war world? By the end of this period the reality of the Cold War 
overwhelmed this rhetoric of possibility. 
An age of plenty! 
In the days immediately after the bombing of Hiroshima, newspaper editorials 
commented vaguely that this destructive force should be harnessed for peaceful 
purposes after the war. Some enthusiasts began speculating about unlimited energy. 
One popular paperback began with the claim: 
1 S. W. Pennycuick, "Plutonium: the man made element", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 2 Nov. 1945, p4. 
NAA SP 300/2 Pennycuick/18. 
2 Address delivered in the Sydney Town Hall, 29 Sep. 1946, and broadcast by the A. B. C. Published as Norman 
Corwin, Footnote on one world. (Sydney: A.B.C., 1946). Quote is on p7. 
3 I am primarily interested in Australian responses but these discussions took place in the context of international 
debates about similar issues. Australia's population was relatively small in this period, so people were reaching out 
for material from elsewhere. My selection has been guided by items readily available in Australian libraries and 
bookshops, books that were reviewed in the Australian media and so on. 
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Science has made real the dream man has had since the dawn of civilisation: an 
unlimited source of energy, capable of permitting human beings to achieve any 
magnitude of accomplishment, and thus of providing the human race with almost 
superhuman power.4 
Imaginations were fired primarily by the figures quoted to demonstrate how powerful 
this new energy source was. The Sydney Morning Herald explains that the uranium 
atom contains two and a half million times the energy as an equivalent amount of coal. 
The Adelaide Advertiser claims the 'complete disruption of uranium by nuclear fission' 
would 'liberate 50 million times as much energy as the combustion of the same number 
of atoms in the carbon of coal'. One ton of uranium oxide, it helpfully elaborates, could 
'lift a weight of 1,000 million tons to a height of 17 miles', or power Germany for 
eleven years. 5 
The figures varied, as did the analogies, but there were two constant characteristics. 
One was the tendency to quote results from theoretical calculations about how much 
energy could be liberated from uranium if every single atom achieved fission. (In 
reality at this time the 'efficiency' rates were quite low. Less than one in a hundred 
uranium atoms actually absorbed a neutron and achieved fission.) The other was the 
enthusiasm with which they quoted these large numbers and then provided analogies to 
reiterate just how much energy this was. This was not only evident in immediate 
reports, later explanations could be equally as enthusiastic. The 'Atomic Age 
Exhibition' which toured Australia in 194 7 and 1948 inverted the calculation to claim 
that: 
Substances can change into energy at such a rate that the tiny quantity of matter lost 
when one atom of uranium 235 or plutonium splits is equal to the energy got by burning 
50,000,000 atoms of coke.6 
The analogy offered in this case was that one pound of uranium or plutonium is 'equal 
to 1,500 tons of coal - enough to keep a kitchen fire burning continually for 300 years'. 7 
This excitement about limitless energy led to the proliferation of apocryphal claims. 
Some were merely repetitions of older promises. One example was the analogy that a 
pound, a tumbler, or a handful of uranium could power a steamship across the Atlantic 
4 John J. O'Neill, Almighty atom: the real story of atomic energy. (New York: Ives Washburn, 1945), p3. 
5 "Atomic bomb is fruit oflong years ofresearch", Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, p2; "The atomic engine 
may follow", Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945, p6. Presumably this analogy was used because Kerr Grant was quoting 
figures from the German physicist Flugge, not because of interest in Germany's power supply. 
6 The Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, Royal National Show, Brisbane, August 1947. (Brisbane: The Courier 
Mail, 1947), p3. 
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ocean. Australian newspapers reported this claim although the name of the liner in 
question was altered for originality from the Queen Elizabeth or Queen Mary to the 
Mauritania. 8 Some papers claimed that this energy surplus would render obsolete all 
other power sources. The Army News quoted a British science writer's remark that 
there would be no need for the labor government to nationalise its electric and gas 
industries because they will be outmoded. 9 Several commentators provided more 
specific proposals. A spokesman from the British Ministry of Aircraft production 
observed that it would be 'a mere bagatelle to give central heating to thousands of 
houses in Australia' .10 Another suggested that in 'ten years from now, or even less, it 
may mean that an entire winter's fuel supply for an average home may be packed into a 
container no larger than a vitamin pill' .11 
This obsession with size (a large amount of energy from a small lump of rock) seemed 
to be a universal phenomenon. Enthusiasts reasoned a tiny amount of uranium could 
provide an independent and a mobile power source for a variety of atomic gadgets. 
They spoke eagerly of atomic aeroplanes, cars, and trains. 12 Despite denials by 
scientists the phantasm of atomic transport proved remarkably resilient. Popular 
Science magazine, for example, was still printing speculative articles about atomic 
aeroplanes fifteen years later. 13 The proliferation of metaphors was also noted and 
parodied at the time. In 1946 American humourist Frank Sullivan created a character 
called Mr Arbuthnot, a 'cliche expert' on all matters atomic. Arbuthnot declared that 
the world needed an official unit of measurement and proposed the use of the pea. 14 
7 Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, p4. 
8 "Harnessing for industry", Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945, p I; "Possible benefits", Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, 
p I; "Peace or Destruction?", Canberra Times, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. This actually came from a calculation made by 
physicist Frederick Soddy nearly fifty years before. On a 1904 speaking tour to Australia to talk about radium, 
Soddy, looking for a catchy comparison, explained to his audience that a pint bottle of uranium contained enough 
energy to drive a liner from London to Sydney and back. In 1945 his claim reappeared, and was repeated by 
correspondents who cared little about the accuracy of the amount they used. See Weart, Nuclear Fear, p6. 
9 "Atomic bomb has vital bearing on strategy", Army News, 12 Aug. 1945, p3; "Harnessing for industry", p I. 
10 "Possible benefits", p I. 
11 "Atomic bomb is fruit oflong years ofresearch'', p2. 
12 For examples see the comments about atomic planes and engines made oy CBS broadcaster Robert C. Potters and 
William B. Stout, former president of the Society of Automotive Engineers, in Donald Porter Geddes (ed.) The 
atomic age opens. (New York: Pocket Books, 1945), ppl 79-80, 181-82 & the prediction of John O'Neill in his 
chapters, "What will happen to the automobile", "Ships, Planes and Rockets, Unlimited" in O'Neill, Almighty atom, 
fP71-75 & 87-89. 
3 "Picture news in aviation", Popular Science, 169(4), Oct. 1956, p 126; "Can we catch up with Russia on A-planes'', 
Popular Science, 174(2), Feb. 1959, ppl 16-19. 
14 Frank Sullivan, "Cliche expert testifies on the atom", New Yorker, 17 Nov. 1945, pp27-29. The article was 
reprinted in Frank Sullivan, A rock in every snowball. (Boston: Little Brown, 1946), pp28-36. 
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Illustration 6: As early as the 9th August cartoonists began parodying the claims being made for 
atomic energy. (Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1945, p2.) 
Equally as ebullient were the more sweeping claims about what atomic energy could 
accomplish. Commentators casually referred to 'an age of plenty', the abolition of 
hardship, disease, and hunger. On the 8th August the Sydney Morning Herald cited 
American writer George Russell Harrison's enigmatic claim that: 'experience has 
shown no better way of eliminating poverty than "atom smashing"' .15 Three months 
later A.B.C. listening groups speculated about the application of wartime technology, 
including the atomic bomb, to peacetime: 
Does this mean that we shall have to concentrate on living rather than producing? Does 
it mean reducing working hours to two or three a day and learning to devote our time to 
cultural and recreational pursuits? . . . Will the world of 2000 be a world of Buck 
Rogers and Wellsian fantasy?16 
American science writer John T. O'Neill insisted that lives would be irrevocably 
changed. Energy would be so cheap that it would be given away freely, 'like "free air" 
at the service stations'. Industrial projects running on free energy (in factories run by 
robots) would mass produce goods, causing a 'tremendous unemployment problem'. 17 
In 1947 American journalist David Dietz published Atomic energy in the coming era, a 
small popular paperback full of similar claims. 18 One of his strangest assertions was 
that scientists could now control the weather. Under the heading "Outdoor air-
conditioning", he explained that there would be no more fog at airports, no traffic jams 
caused by winter snow, and no food shortages, as artificial suns could grow crops 
indoors. 19 Similarly bizarre were other writers' suggestions about using atomic bombs 
to disperse hurricanes, move mountains and literally reshape the earth - in particular, an 
odd fascination with using atomic bombs to melt the polar ice caps.20 
Uncertainty about what happened during fission led to suggestions that all of the 
elements could be changed from one into the other. This meant there would no longer 
be any rare elements. The world would be taken off the gold standard now that 
scientists could manufacture it at will. The Canberra Times reported that, ten years ago, 
15 "Atomic bomb is fruit oflong years ofresearch", p2. 
16 "What kind of civilisation is science developing?" in Australian Broadcasting Commission, What about this new 
world? Broadcasts for discussion by listening groups, Nov. 1945-March 1946. (Melbourne: A.B.C. & Morris Press, 
1945), p2. 
17 John O'Neill, quoted in the New York Herald Tribune, reprinted in Geddes, The atomic age opens, ppl 85-86. 
18 David Dietz, Atomic energy in the coming era. (New York: Avon Book Company, 1947). 
19 Dietz, Atomic energy in the coming era, pp 16-17. 
20 See O'Neill, Almighty atom, p60; Sydney Morning Herald, 23 Aug. 1945, p I; Sydney Morning Herald, 25 Aug. 
1945, pl & J.D. Bernal, "Everybody's atom", Nation, 1 Sep. 1945, p203. 
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Illustrations 7 & 8: Atomic transport proved to be a resilient theme in popular literature. Here, the 
Argus suggests atomic energy could be used to power an ocean liner and a train. (Argus, 2 Feb. 
1946, p2.) 
Russian scientists had already managed to create a small amount of gold from 
mercury.21 
Some of the promised benefits were not as farfetched as these alchemists tales. Many 
realistic claims were made about by-products of atomic fission. In October 1945 the 
Argus published an article listing sixteen 'outstanding inventions and discoveries' 
revealed by atomic bomb research.22 Radioactive isotopes, perhaps not as glamorous as 
the promise of unlimited energy, received more attention when the hoopla over limitless 
energy began to die down. The excessive terminology, however, was easily 
transferred. 23 In a 1948 article about isotopes J.A. Teegan enthuses: 'it is no 
exaggeration to say that the use of this source of energy for peaceful purposes offers 
almost unlimited possibilities for the good of humanity'. 24 The fact that radioactive 
isotopes could be used in many different fields, from carbon dating in archaeology to 
tracer atoms in medicine, agriculture and industry, reinforced the impression that atomic 
energy had limitless applications. 
Australian promises? 
Nuclear power had several characteristics that appealed to Australians. In particular, 
enthusiasts noted that as less uranium would be needed than coal, it would be cheaper to 
transport and thus would be better suited for use in regional areas. This made it an 
attractive proposition for 'power hungry' states, especially South Australia which was 
dependent on the east coast for much of its coal supply. At this time, however, large 
uranium deposits had only been located in two places - the Great Bear Lake in Canada 
and the Belgian Congo. The only known deposits in Australia were relatively small and 
of poor quality, at Mount Painter in the Flinders Rangers and Radium Hill in eastern 
South Australia. 
Despite their poor quality these deposits were sufficient to fire the enthusiasm of South 
Australian premier Tom Playford who resolutely campaigned for a nuclear industry in 
21 "Alchemists' dream may be solved in atomic advance", Canberra Times, 10 Aug. 1945, pl.; Dietz, Atomic energy 
in the coming era, p14; "Harnessing for industry", pl. 
22 "Atomic bomb research to help industry", Argus, 8 Oct. 1945, p2. 
23 Paul Boyer discusses the similar American experience of this 'magical aura'. Boyer, By the bomb's early light, 
rr119-20. 
1.A. Teegan, "Atomic energy: constructive applications in science, medicine and industry", ERDA, 20 (9), Oct. 
1948, p36. 
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his state.25 However, it was not until prospectors made more substantial discoveries at 
Rum Jungle in the Northern Territory in late 1949 and Mary Kathleen, near Mount Isa 
in Queensland in July 1954, that more widespread public discussion about Australia's 
possible nuclear future occurred. 
Voices of reason 
Predictably scientists tried to moderate some of the wilder claims being published. 
Most felt an obligation to help explain atomic energy to the general public. The press 
periodically cited scientists from Australian universities, along with British experts and 
c 
expatriate Australians, most notably Mar)!' Oliphant. Despite the enthusiastic titles 
added by editors they appeared much more cautious in their predictions.26 
John W. Campbell, editor of Astounding Science Fiction and an M.I.T. trained physicist, 
said in an August 1945 interview that he had been rejecting stories about atomic-
powered vehicles because they were 'unrealistic'. Radiation hazards would make them 
far too dangerous. If two such cars were to collide the resulting explosion would be 
devastating. 27 Australian scientists agreed, suggesting that atomic energy would instead 
be used for the generation of electricity in centralised power stations and fed to 
consumers in the usual manner. They did differ in their estimation of time frame. Marc 
Oliphant, still working in Britain at this time, insisted that this could be accomplished 
within the next ten years. 
They also tried to dampen enthusiasm about boundless energy by pointing out that 
figures for energy conversion were very inaccurate. They drew attention to the limited 
supplies of uranium in the world and explained the absurdity of claiming petrol and coal 
industries obsolete. One scientist illustrated that if the world's electricity was 
transferred from coal to uranium known supplies would last only two years. 28 
25 See B. O'Neil, "National heroes not national villains: South Australia and the 'atomic age', in B. O'Neil, J. 
Raferty, & K. Round (eds.) Playford's South Australia: essays on the history of South Australia, 1933-1988. 
(Adelaide: Association of Professional Historians Inc., 1996), pp 155-76; Alice Cawte, Atomic Australia, 1944-1990. 
(Sydney: NSW University Press, 1992), ppl5-16, 36-37, 46-49, 80, 85, 90, 93, 100. 
26 "Harnessing for industry", p 1; "The atomic engine may follow", p6; "Potentialities of new atomic energy'', 
Mercury, 8 Aug. 1945, p2; "Unlimited power for new mineral", Mercury, 9 Aug. 1945, p5; "Alchemists' dream may 
be solved in atomic advance", pl; "Use ofatomic energy in daily life", Sydney Morning Herald, 14 Aug. 1945, p3. 
27 Boyer, By the bomb's early light, pl 15. Campbell's comments originally appeared as "1945 Cassandra" in the 
New Yorker, 25 Aug. 1945, pl6. 
28 See Advertiser, 8 Aug. 1945; Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, p 1; Age, 8 Aug. 1945, p2; Canberra Times, 10 
Aug. 1945, pl; Advertiser, 13 Aug. 1945, p8; Sydney Morning Herald, 14 Aug. 1945, p3; Army News, 28 Aug. 1945, 
p2; Advertiser, 31 Aug. 1945, p9; Sydney Morning Herald, 18 Sep. 1945, p 1; M.L. Oliphant, ''The Scientific 
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Throughout 1946 their denials of extravagant claims were echoed by international 
scientists, gradually becoming a 'full scale counterattack' .29 Well known figures like 
Albert Einstein and Leo Szilard joined with others in a campaign for realistic 
assessment and control of atomic technology. As the enthusiasm for these utopian 
developments died down popular publications also began to take on a sarcastic tone 
about the 'promised benefits' of the atomic age. 30 
Explaining atomic energy to the 'man-in-the-street' 
An Argus writer noted wryly on the 9th August 1945: 'In the last 48 hours we have all 
become amateur physicists'. 31 Many scientists tried to explain how atomic energy 
worked. This was not a coordinated campaign of education, but there was a widely held 
belief that to avert atomic annihilation citizens needed to be involved and informed. 
A.P. Elkin (Professor of Anthropology, University of Sydney) argued that the atomic 
bomb had produced in the public feelings of 'helplessness and amazement'. He 
suggests: 
full descriptions must be given, not so much of the devastation and mortality caused, 
though this must not be forgotten, as of the way the atomic explosion works. This is 
awe-inspiring; and out of awe, as distinct from fear (which can paralyse action), could 
come some positive action to prevent the use ofthis energy for destruction.32 
Opinion seemed divided on how much the 'man-in-the-street' could actually 
und~stand. Dr Stuart Pennycuick (Chemistry lecturer, University of Adelaide, and an 
A.B.C. broadcaster) was convinced that although the subject matter was complex, 
everybody could and should learn about atomic energy. Once illustrated properly the 
explanations were 'beautifully simple', 'there is no reason why people shouldn't know 
Achievement", in The Atomic Age - Sir Halley Stewart lectures 1948. (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1949), 
~J'll-31. 
Boyer, By the bomb 's early light, p 11 S. 
30 Boyer, By the bomb's early light, pl IS. For examples of explanations of why atomic cars and aeroplanes would 
not work, see George Gamow, Atomic energy in cosmic and human life. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1947), pplSI & 153; Otto Frisch, Meet the atom: a popular guide to modern physics (London: Sigma, 1947), pp220-
21. On Einstein see the much quoted article "Albert Einstein on the atomic bomb", Atlantic Monthly, Nov. 1945, 
p45. On sarcasm see John W. Campbell, Jr., The atomic story. (New York: H.Holt & Co., 1947) & Maxwell Leigh 
Eidenoff & Hyman Ruchlis, Atomics for the millions (New York: McGraw Hill, 194 7). 
31 "Atoms are miniature solar systems", Argus, 9 Aug. 1945, p4. 
32 A. P. Elkin, "International Implications of Atomic Energy", Australian Quarterly, 18(3), Sep. 1946, p9. 
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more about it'. 33 Others were more patronising. An Argus correspondent describing the 
three year Manhattan Project claimed that its secrecy policy had not been necessary: 
It is not particularly difficult to keep their work secret, because it is so technical and 
intricate that it is beyond the understanding of the man in the street. The how and 
where fore of these discoveries will probably always remain a closed book to the 
average man. 34 
Others agreed that the 'average citizen' could not be expected to understand such a level 
of scientific detail.35 One pamphlet writer explains: 'It must be remembered that today 
atomic physics is very, very mathematical and the popularizer is constrained to employ 
a good deal oflicense in order to make it palatable to the man-in-the-street'. 36 
Despite these doubts a reading of popular works suggests that some writers were able to 
describe atomic energy with relative clarity.37 Such explanations required rendering a 
series of ideas in simple language. What does the inside of an atom look like? How is 
its structure altered? How does this cause an explosion? Why is the explosion so much 
bigger than conventional explosions? What was the fuel for the atomic bomb? Why is 
this element used and not others? What prevents it from spontaneously combusting? 
Why do physicists talk about· binding energy, chain reactions, critical mass, and 
isotopes? These men also had to explain complicated concepts which scientists took for 
granted. 
Most explanations began with an attempt to normalise the word 'atom'. The Courier 
Mail advises: 'Everything, you, the ground you walk on, the water you drink, the air 
you breathe, is composed of separate particles called ATOMS'. 38 Or in the flippant 
words of an Argus science writer: 'Atoms like the poor, are always with us'. 39 One 
conceptual problem faced by most authors was how to describe an atom's size. 
Pennycuick explains: 
It is really very difficult to convey to you just how tiny each one really is. Putting it in 
cold figures we could say that the number of atoms in one drop of water is something 
33 S.W. Pennycuick, "Tracer atoms", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 12 Oct. 1945, p4, NAA SP 300/2 
Pennycuick/18; S.W Pennycuick, 'Within the atom", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 21 Sep. 1945, p3; S. W. 
Pennycuick, "Ninety Two: no more, no Jess", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 14 Sep. 1945, p I; NAA SP 300/2 
Pennycuick/18. 
34 Lindsay Clinch, "Scientist's hunt for atomic bomb'', Argus, 8 Aug. 1945, p2. 
35 J. N. Briton, Atomic energy: an account of the development of nuclear energy and its application to the production 
of atomic bomb. (Sydney: Frank Johnson, 1946), p I. 
36 L. Donnelly, Wondeiful Story of the atom. (Melbourne: ACTS, 1949), p25. 
37 For example, compare the clarity of works like Gamow, Atomic energy in cosmic and human life & Frisch, Meet 
the atom with the more difficult explanations in Nucleonics: what everybody should know about nuclear physics. 
(Washington, D.C.: Progress Press, c.1946), based on official material prepared by the U.S. Navy department. 
38 Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, p2. 
39 "Atoms are miniature solar systems", Argus, 9 Aug. 1945, p4 
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like 6,600 million million million - a number so large that it's hard to appreciate; there 
is nothing we can compare with it.40 
Of course the lack of suitable comparisons did not stop writers trying to devise new 
analogies. The Argus science writer observes: 
Atoms are little people, compared with whom the grains of sand of the sea are super-
duper giants, and although surprisingly empty in themselves, they live, like many 
people, in a chronic state of overcrowdedness.41 
The Courier Mail comments more briefly: 'If a pin one inch long were magnified to 
reach from Brisbane to Bombay, the individual atoms in it would be the size of golf 
balls' .42 
Some of these conceptual problems were quite challenging, such as understanding that 
apparently solid matter is made up of atoms which contain mostly space. (A similar 
problem existed with radiation, its invisibility was to become its most frightening 
characteristic). Most commentators compared the structure of an atom to a miniature 
solar system, with a central nucleus surrounded by mostly space, then orbiting electrons. 
The force holding electrons to the nucleus then, was analogous to the gravitational pull 
of the sun on the earth, or the earth on the moon. Some tried to explain that the real 
structure was far more complex than this analogy indicated. Generally narrators were 
happy to leave the account at a more simple level.43 
Some analogies bore no resemblance to the physical reality at all. Science writer John 
O'Neill enthused that the structure of the atom was like a family. The protons and 
neutrons 'can be likened to the parents', with electrons as their children. The nuclear 
forces holding the proton and neutron together were analogous to the mysterious force 
holding men and women together in marriage, while the force holding the electron to 
the nucleus corresponded to the familial bond.44 
Another confusing concept was that matter is not immutable but can be transformed into 
energy. This necessitated describing binding energy - that when the protons and 
40 S.W. Pennycuick, "Ninety Two: no more, no less", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 14 Sep. 1945, pl, NAA 
SP 300/2 Pennycuick/l 8. On this point also see the philosophical discussion in C.E. Vulliamy, Man and the atom: a 
brief account of the human dilemma. (London: Michael Joseph Ltd., 194 7), pl 13. 
41 "Atoms are miniature solar systems", p4. 
42 Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, p2. 
43 "Secret power in industry", Sydney Morning Herald, 8 Aug. 1945, pl; "Loves and hates of atoms" Advertiser, 25 
Aug. 1945, p4; "Atoms are miniature solar systems", p4; Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, p2; "Within the 
atom", pp2&4; O'Neill, Almighty atom, p4. 
44 O'Neill, Almighty atom, p24. 
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neutrons are combined in the nucleus, the combined weight is less than that of the 
individual parts. (The missing weight, as Einstein theorised, was converted into 
energy.) Pennycuick explains: 
There is nothing else like this on earth. If you take twelve chops or twelve biscuits, you 
don't lose any weight by packing them into a bag. Well, here you do: the tighter you 
pack them, the more weight you lose.45 
Others described this potential energy in terms of a compressed spring. 46 
Once the structure of the atom was established writers moved on to explain the release 
of energy. Some explanations were uncomplicated. The Courier Mail writes: 'If a fast 
neutron hits an atom of uranium 235 it splits the nucleus into five fragments - two main 
pieces and three neutrons. These fly out with colossal energy - atomic energy' .47 
Others were more colourful. Commenting on the use of the neutron as a projectile, 
Reverend Donnelly notes: 
None of these projectiles succeeded in doing more than making a dent in the "iron 
curtain" guarding the atomic nucleus. They all carried their "ideology" (electrical 
charge) blazoned on their forehead, and hence met with insunnountable opposition. 
Not until the sly neutron, bearing no electrical charge, was discovered could genuine 
penetration of the nucleus be achieved and atomic FISSION brought about.48 
The most simple explanation came from the Sydney Morning Herald, which explains: 
they [physicists] found that when the atomic nuclei of the atom were rearranged under 
the blow of a flying particle tremendous amounts of energy were released. This energy, 
it appeared, was locked inside the atom, and when a few particles were split off the 
nucleus ... some of the power leaked out.49 
In many popular works the temptation to sensationalise the subject led to overly 
dramatic descriptions. Gamma rays were 'super X-rays' or 'death rays penetrating feet 
thick- walls', uranium shot out atomic bullets 'like a machine gun'. Uranium ore 
produces the 'two super-explosives - uranium 235 and plutonium' .50 These portrayals 
touch on the issue of atomic language, which I will return to shortly. 
45 S.W. Pennycuick, "Uranium, the heaviest of the atoms", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 5 Oct. 1945, pp 1-2, 
NAA SP 300/2 Pennycuick/18. 
46 Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, p3; Donnelly, Wondeiful Story, p26. 
47 Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, p3. 
48 Donnelly, Wondeiful Story, p29. 
49 "Atomic bomb is fiuit oflong years ofresearch", p2. 
5° Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, pp5, 10, 3. 
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Don't be so afraid: normalising the bomb 
Writers were concerned with more than just explaining atomic energy to the public. 
They each had their own agenda and all transmitted other messages along with their 
lessons on protons and neutrons. Some of these meanings were obvious, others were 
less so. Some of the prominent arguments included opposition to further use of the 
atomic bomb, support for world government and the United Nations and promotion of 
the industrial uses of atomic energy. 
Claims made about the scientific endeavour itself are one of the subtler messages. This 
reveals how discussions of atomic energy are deeply imbedded inside larger narratives 
about progress and civilisation. Atomic energy occupies an ambiguous space within 
these narratives. Commentators across the world hailed its discovery with ubiquitous 
repetition of phrases like 'a new era' and 'anew age'. The 'atomic age', then, was self-
styled. As early as the 8th August observers labeled Hiroshima a turning point in 
human history, and the atomic bomb itself a revolutionary discovery heralding a new 
age of uncertainty. This rupture in time also represented an ending point. The most 
enduring justification offered for using the bomb was that it quickly ended the war. At 
the same time atomic energy could also be subsumed within a continuum of scientific 
advancement. Its revolutionary nature was played down by both deliberate and 
unintentional efforts to normalise the bomb and to historicise its development. 
Some commentators stated explicitly that atomic energy was part of a long line of 
scientific discoveries. Writers commonly placed it at the end of lists of recent 
achievements. For example, one pamphleteer writes: 'Capping all these amazing 
scientific advances stands out the atomic bomb - the splitting of the atom; the greatest 
scientific discovery in the whole of history' .51 Similarly, G.V. Portus (Professor of 
Political Science and History, University of Adelaide) explains in a 1946 lecture: 
The unshackling of atomic energy comes as the climax of an amazing succession of 
triumphs - the secret of the wireless, the control of the air, the internal combustion 
engine, the discovery and use of the sulfa drugs and penicillin. 52 
51 Robson, One world or none, p7. 
52 G.V. Portus, "The atom bomb and the world", in Kerr Grant & G.V. Portus. The atomic age: lectures given in July 
1946 at the invitation of the South Australian Division of the United Nations Association. (Adelaide: SA Division of 
the United Nations Association, 1946), p 12. 
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The bomb was also located specifically within the history of weapon development, 
being added to a list of increasingly destructive inventions - from the bow and arrow to 
catapults, cannon balls, gunpowder, machine guns, TNT and poison gas. 53 While the 
atomic bomb was clearly far more destructive than these other weapons the process of 
placing it in this context implied historical continuity. Those defending the use of the 
atomic bomb on Japan made the analogy more explicitly. In the letters column of 
newspapers respondents claimed that there was no moral difference in being killed by 
an atomic bomb.54 
This normalising process also took place implicitly through the retelling of the story of 
its discovery. This narrative appears in almost every work explaining atomic energy to 
the public. Scientists explained the structure and function of the atom by using a small 
history lesson which recounted the major discoveries adding to present understanding of 
the atom. Pivotal moments like J .J. Thomson's discovery of the electron served to 
demonstrate how the scientific method used experimentation to uncover better 
approximations of the truth. 
As with the list of weapons the trail of important experiments and the names of the 
scientists responsible also provided a normalising historical context for the atomic 
bomb. In this narrative the atomic bombing of Japan appeared at the end of a story 
populated by Becquerel, Curie, Rutherford, Soddy, Bohr, Cockcroft, Wal ton, Chadwick, 
Fermi, Hahn, Meitner and Frisch. It emphasised that the discovery of atomic energy 
had many small steps. Again, this reinforced the notion that it was not a revolutionary 
discovery but part of a process of discovery. 55 During the telling of these histories these 
scientists also pointed to the more positive applications that had emerged either directly 
or as by-products of atomic physics research. 56 
These stories also contained a message about the scientific method itself. Some 
retellings began with the Greek philosophers speculating about matter, followed by a 
53 Portus, "The atom bomb and the world", p5. 
54 Cuthbert Hall, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 Aug. 1945, p9; R.A. Gilfillan, Sydney Morning Herald, 15 Aug. 1945, 
~6. 
5 For examples see Oliphant, "The Scientific Achievement", pp 11-31; K. Grant, "Historical, scientific and technical 
aspects of atomic energy", in Grant & Portus, The atomic age; S.W. Pennycuick, "Personalities amongst the atoms'', 
A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 19 Oct 1945, NAA SP 300/2 Pennycuick/18. 
56 For example see the comments by W.J. Dakin in Australian Broadcasting Commission, Nation's Forum of the Air, 
"Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb'', debate broadcast 22 Aug. 1945, pp4-5, NAA SP 369/3 item 1123, 
about the discovery of X-rays and radioactive substances. 
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discussion of the alchemists and their quest to change other elements into gold. 
Repetition of these accounts reinforced the impression that modem science, with its 
firm basis on empirical evidence and experimentation, not philosophical speculation or 
mysticism, was the proper way to approach the mysteries of the universe. 
These scientific histories also related characteristics of the scientific endeavour. They 
spoke of the 'disinterested pursuit of truth', claiming it was both childlike and part of 
human nature to want to understand how the universe worked. 57 One observer pointed 
out that the list of names involved indicated that atomic research was an international 
affair. 58 (In reality the achievement of the Manhattan Project belonged to the U.S. 
narrative of victory, although Allied reporters gleefully remarked on the participation of 
exiled Jewish German scientists, and Australian papers tried to demonstrate Australian 
involvement in the project.) 
Normalisation of atomic energy also occurred when scientists defended their work 
against those who claimed that science had 'gone too far'. In the days following the 
bombing of Hiroshima speculation about humanity tampering with forces beyond its 
control appeared throughout the media. Letters to the editor spoke of a 'science sick 
world', the reckless pursuit of materialism and fears that machines were becoming our 
masters. 59 Religious commentators noted that human morality had not been developing 
at the same pace as these scientific advances. 60 This speculation continued throughout 
subsequent months. In November 1945 an A.B.C. listening group discussed the topic 
'What kind of civilisation is science developing?' In October 1946 Pennycuick's radio 
show asked: 'Where is science taking us?'61 During an A.B.C. Forum of the Air 
discussion about the effect of the atomic bomb on civilisation one participant 
complained that 'we have entered an age in which scientific forces have outstripped 
57 Oliphant, "The Scientific Achievement", pl I; David Rivett, Science and responsibility. (Canberra: Canberra 
University College, 1947), p2; Donnelly, Wonderful Story, pl. 
58 Vulliamy, Man and the atom, pl 15. 
59 Herbert Barker, Age, 17 Aug. 1945, p2 & H.E. Keeble, Age, 20 Aug. 1945, p2. 
6° Frank Bell, The world's malady diagnosed and the shape of things to come. (Sydney, J. Bell & Co., 194 7), pp 11 & 
19; Arthur S. Maxwell, So little time: the atom and the end. (Warbuton, Vic.: Signs Publishing Co., 1946)., p80. Bell 
argues that conquest of the atom is evidence of modem man's pride. Maxwell argues that there will be no peace until 
humans achieve a matching spiritual revival. 
61 A.B.C., What about this new world?; S.W. Pennycuick, "Where is science taking us?", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, 
broadcast 18 Oct. 1946, p2, NAASP 300/2 Pennycuick/35. 
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man's power of control'. 62 In May 1946 another forum session was devoted to the 
question 'Has the atomic bomb created a moral dilemma for scientists?'63 
While it is difficult to gauge the extent of this anti-science reaction it is clear that 
scientists themselves felt the need to defend their enterprise against these attacks. In 
doing so they stressed the benefits scientists had given society, but also strove to 
moderate alarmist rhetoric about the atomic bomb. During a 1945 Forum of the Air 
discussion W.J. Dakin (Professor of Zoology, University of Sydney) argues: 
The choice really is whether mankind wants to go back to superstition, and poverty, ill-
health, and all the conditions which necessarily existed before modem science with 
industry developed the world to the present stage. Or is it anxious to use our gifts and 
discoveries for improvements. You can't have it both ways, or half-way. 64 
Dakin insisted that it made no sense to single out the discovery of atomic energy, 'it is 
only another step in the journey of discovery which has brought man from a primitive 
and uncivilized state' .65 Furthermore it was not the discovery itself that presented a 
danger but the way it was used. 'After all', he argues, 'you don't stop teaching your 
children writing because they can forge cheques with that knowledge'.66 Progress was 
not only desirable then, but inevitable. 
Sex, violence and the atomic genie: two examples of nuclear language 
Authors with various academic backgrounds have studied aspects of 'atomic language' 
- the ideas and imagery present throughout discussions of atomic energy. 67 These 
studies show a remarkable amount of consistency in the body of imagery that has 
62 Alan Walker in A.B.C .. "Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb". p7. 
63 Australian Broadcasting Commission, Nation's Forum of the Air, "Has the atomic bomb created a moral dilemma 
for scientists?", debate broadcast 1 May 1946, NAA SP 369/3 item 2/8. 
64 W.J. Dakin in A.B.C., "Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb", p4. 
65 W.J. Dakin in A.B.C., "Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb", p4. 
66 W.J. Dakin in A.B.C., "Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb", p26. 
67 For examples see Paul Brians, "Nuclear Family/Nuclear War", Papers on Language and Literature: a journal for 
scholars and critics of language and literature, 26(1),Winter1990, ppl34-142; Chilton, ''Nukespeak", pp95-l 12.; 
Carol Cohn, "Sex and death in the rational world of defense intellectuals", Signs, 12(4), Summer 1987, pp687-718; 
Hales, "The atomic sublime", pp5-31.; Elena V.M Lieven & John Churcher, "Images of Nuclear War and the Public 
in British Civil Defense Planning Documents," Journal of Social Issues, 39(1), 1983, pp! 17-132.; Elizabeth Walker 
Mechling & Jay Mechling, "The campaign for civil defense and the struggle to naturalize the bomb", in William L. 
Nothstine, Carole Blair & Gary Copeland (eds.) Critical Questions: Invention, Creativity & the Criticism of 
Discourse and Media, (New York: St Martin's Press, 1994), ppl 18-154.; Elizabeth Walker Mechling & Jay 
Mechling, "The atom according to Disney", Quarterly Journal of Speech, 81 (4), 1995, pp436-453.; Martin J. 
Medhurst, "Rhetorical Portraiture: John F. Kennedy's March 2, 1962, speech on the Resumption of Atmospheric 
Tests", Martin Medhurst, Robert L. Ivie, Philip Wander & Robert L. Scott. Cold War Rhetoric: strategy, metaphor, 
and ideology. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990), pp51-68 ; Martin J. Medhurst, "Eisenhower's 'Atoms for Peace' 
Speech: a case study in the strategic use of language", Communication Monographs, 54, June 1987, pp204-220; 
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become entwined with descriptions of atomic energy. I will sketch some of these 
themes using Stuart Pennycuick's series of popular science radio shows broadcast by 
the A.B.C. on its national network between 1945 and 1947 and an article called "Source 
of atomic power" by George Farwell, appearing in the travel journal Walkabout in June 
1948.68 
Both Pennycuick and Farwell display their obvious fascination with atomic energy. At 
the beginning of the 'Anatomy of the Atom' series Pennycuick explains: 
Quite apart from the modem angle, I mean the freeing of atomic energy, this world of 
atoms and electrons is intensely interesting in itself. It is well worth attention. It's full 
of stories - thrilling, exciting, adventurous.69 
Later he exclaims: 'It strains the imagination even to picture the internal workings of an 
atom, what a feat it must have been to discover them! What a wonderful story it 
makes!'7° Farwell is similarly enthusiastic. His story chronicles his visit to the Mount 
Painter uranium mine in the Flinders Rangers. Farwell's excitement about the trip is 
evinced by frequent lapses into lyrical descriptions. 'It seems fitting', he writes, 'that a 
substance which is to revolutionise the modem world should be sought in so ancient and 
remote a setting' .71 
One common theme is the claim that humans have unearthed a 'secret' of nature.72 This 
imagery appears frequently in Pennycuick's work. He refers to a 'secret store' of 
energy within the atom, its 'jealous secrets', its 'extraordinary hidden power' and that 
'fabulous amounts of energy were tucked away in these tiny nuclei'. 73 At one point he 
alludes to deliberate deception, that 'an atom was not what it pretended to be' .74 The 
notion of penetrating a secret of nature is a powerful one. It ties atomic discoveries to 
mystical imagery. Pennycuick calls the sun's process 'this energy trick' and matter 
conversion 'some mysterious process'. Many results of atomic experiments, 
Pennycuick explains, 'to the uninitiated are incredible and even uncanny'. 75 
68 George Farwell, "Source of atomic power?", Walkabout, 1 June, 1948, pp8-13. 
69 S.W. Pennycuick, "Ninety Two: no more, no less", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 14 Sep. 1945, pl, NAA 
SP 300/2 Pennycuick/18. 
70 Pennycuick, "Within the atom", pl. 
71 Farwell, "Source of atomic power?'', p8. 
72 Weart, Nuclear Fear, pp55-7, 104-5; Chilton, "Nukespeak", pp99-100. 
73 S.W. Pennycuick,"Atomic Energy", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast May 1946, pl, NAA SP 300/2 
Pennycuick/ 16; S. W. Pennycuick, "Weighing the atom", A.B. C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 28 Jun. 1946, p 1, 
NAA SP 300/2 Pennycuick/23; "Personalities amongst the atoms", pp2&3. 
74 "Within the atom", pl. 
75 "Within the atom", pl; S.W. Pennycuick, "Modem Alchemy", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 28 Sep. 1945, 
p3 NAA SP 300/2 Pennycuick/18. 
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Farwell's article also expresses several layers of secrecy. Special emphasis is placed on 
the remoteness of the mine, its distance from human civilisation and the 'primitive' and 
'rugged' nature of the terrain that encloses it. During the war the British government 
sent a team to assess the potential of the mine as a source of uranium for the Manhattan 
Project. Farwell writes: 'Few people knew of this back-country operation at the time. 
The secret was well kept, isolation being more effective than barbed wire'. 76 The 
emphasis on the seclusion of the mine suggests that nature itself was jealously guarding 
its secret store of uranium from human eyes. 
Farwell seemed disappointed that when they finally reached the mine itself the scene 
was unspectacular. 'To expect anything dramatic from a uranium mine is to invite 
disappointment', he writes, 'it is just a hole in the ground like any other'.77 Once his 
guide began to use his Geiger counter the buried treasure revealed itself: 'The crackle 
of static through the headphones created a mood of suppressed excitement, as though at 
the discovery of secret forces in the earth'. 78 
These notions of secret hidden forces often had magical or religious undertones. 
Pennycuick's repetition of the word 'uninitiated' to denote those who did not 
understand physics suggests an exclusive club or religious order. Religious phrases are 
sprinkled throughout his talks. After the first discovery of radiation, 'Man saw visions 
of using this atomic energy, but they were only visions; it was far too costly'. 79 In many 
cases the magical or religious images hint at transgressions into forbidden territory. 
Pennycuick writes: 
Science had laid the atom wide open; the scientist has walked right inside; boldly he has 
gone up to the holy of holies, the central nucleus; somewhat gingerly he has unlocked 
the door, but whether it's a demon that has come forth, or an angel in disguise, or a 
goblin, or a ghost, or a fiery all-consuming dragon, we have yet to learn.80 
Farwell's image of the Geiger counter magically delving beneath the visible earth has 
similar connotations. He explains: 
This was something new in mining; something new in human activity. Man, it 
appeared, was no longer content with moulding the visible world to his needs. He was 
76 Farwell, "Source of atomic power?", p9. 
77 Farwell, "Source of atomic power?", p 12. 
78 Farwell, "Source of atomic power?", p 12. 
79 S.W. Pennycuick, "Radium'', A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 11 Jan. 1946, p3, NAA SP 300/2 
Pennycuick/20. 
80 ''Ninety Two: no more, no less", pl. On religious imagery see Chilton, "Nukespeak'', pp96-98. 
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thrusting deeper, into the invisible, into the black magic of radioactivity ~ to the primal 
atomic structure of the universe. Perhaps groping to the roots of the life force itself.81 
As Farwell intimates with the phrase 'black magic' these powerful forces could be 
malevolent. Tampering with forbidden forces hints at another sort of sorcery -
alchemy. Stephen Weart argues that 20th century enthusiasm for nuclear energy drew 
on much older cultural myths and images. One of these was the medieval alchemist 
who attempted to 'transmute' elements. This mythology exemplified human mastery 
over nature as well as providing a stereotype of the scientist/sorcerer. 82 Such 
characterisations were not limited to physics. The image of a holy man or magician - a 
combination of suspicion and theosophy - can also be seen in depictions of modem 
scientists, such as Stephen Hawking. 83 
It was customary for the released forces to be personified, as when Pennycuick 
describes the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as the unleashing of a vicious 
monster. 84 As with the mythological genie released from the bottle it is unclear who is 
in control - 'man' or this monster of nature. This fear, too, had its roots in older stories 
of scientists being overwhelmed by their creations. As Pennycuick explains: 
Science has gained some measure of control over that Frankenstein monster, atomic 
energy. This new control is only a few years old; no one knows what the future will 
bring forth when this monster struts across the stage in all its new found strength. Man 
has raised a bogey - a dreadful bogey whose potentialities of destruction have never 
been so fearful. 85 
This image of supernatural transformation was commonly used and it is not surprising 
that Pennycuick's talk on artificial elements was called 'Modem Alchemy'. 
Some of the most interesting images in atomic discourse are those related to gender. 86 It 
is unclear whether the atom is explicitly designated as female. On several occasions 
81 Farwell, "Source ofatomic power?'', p12. 
82 As Weart explains, 'Alchemists themselves were convinced that the secret of transmutation held boundless perils, 
both spiritual and mundane; that was why it was a secret ... the idea of transmutation was tangled up with ideas about 
vast hidden forces, cosmic transformation, and apocalyptic perils'. Weart, Nuclear Fear, pp6-7, 13, IS. 
83 On stereotypes of scientists see Rosslyn D. Haynes, From Faust to Strangelove: representations of the scientist in 
Western literature. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994). 
84 S.W. Pennycuick, "What will the atomic bomb do to the navy", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, broadcast 21 Jun. 
1946, pl, NAA SP 300/2 Pennycuick/22. 
85 "Where is science taking us?", p2. On this point of scientists and their creations see Weart, Nuclear Fear, pp59-69, 
104-5, 124-25 & Haynes, From Faust to Strangelove, ppl87-88. 
86 Notably Pennycuick's articles explicitly welcomes women as part of his audience. In the first talk of his 
"Anatomy" series, he states: 'These talks are designed for the ordinary man ... and woman ... for women are just as 
interested in the doings of science as are men ... and rightly so, for the impact of science comes just as heavily (or 
just as pleasantly) on women as on men'. "Ninety Two: no more, no less", p 1. This reference is unusual in material 
of this type. 
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Illustration 9: A suggestion of 'transgression'. Were humans dabbling in forces beyond their 
control? (Sydney Morning Herald, 11Aug.1945, p2.) 
Illustration 10: 'Forbidden fruit' -Eve (science) tempts Adam (atomic power), while the fate of the 
world hangs in her hands. (Argus, 8 Aug. 1945, p3.) 
Illustration 11: Atomic energy is imagined here as an escaped genie. (Gamow, Atomic energy in 
human life, pl 17.) 
Illustration 12: In this ambiguous image atomic energy is characterised as something magical - but 
is it truly a supernatural power, or merely an empty magic trick? (Current Affairs Bulletin, 27 Oct. 
1947, pl.) 
Pennycuick refers fondly to the 'little fellows'. 87 However, by implication, through the 
atom's 'behaviour' it takes on predominantly 'feminine' traits (it is deceptive, secretive, 
stubborn, and needs to be pursued). Throughout his talks the atom and its parts are both 
domesticated and sexualised. 88 
References to pregnancy and parenthood are common. The sun is 'the father of all 
energy'. Pennycuick speaks of 'messy family relationships of the radioactive elements', 
uranium as the 'parent of radium', a 'problem parent and its child' and so on. The 
nucleus of the atom is repeatedly called 'swollen' and 'overbursting', for example: 
'Somewhat reluctantly, the over-swollen nucleus of the uranium atom sometimes bursts 
and gives birth to radium'. 89 In one paragraph reminiscent of biblical narration, 
Pennycuick explains: 
Uranium 1 was the father of Uranium Xl, which was the parent of Uranium X2, which 
was the mother of Uranium 2, which was the parent of ionium, which begat radium, 
which begat radon, which in tum begat radium A, which was the father of radium B, 
which begat radium C and so on. This begetting went on every second of the day, and 
all the family bunked in together so to speak. With consummate skill Rutherford sorted 
them all out and fitted each one into its correct place in the line of descent.90 
Similarly, the beginnings of modem science are infantized as 'when science was in its 
swaddling clothes' (a phrase also suggestive of the infant Christ).91 
Descriptions of how scientists penetrated the secrets of nature often contained allusions 
to sexual conquest, penetration and probing.92 This domination is not always explicitly 
sexual and sometimes held undertones of imperialism ('New worlds have been opened, 
and some of them are awaiting to be conquered') and slavery ('And there's atomic 
energy itself with its off-the-earth possibilities which one day man will chain and make 
his slave, instead of the reverse'). 93 Clearly this conquest has not been easy. 
Pennycuick explains: 'When you come to consider it all, you'd think that the incredibly 
87 "Ninety Two: no more, no Jess", ppl-2. 
88 For an example of domestication see references to the 'contented atom' in its 'normal home', "Modem Alchemy", 
~3. 
9 "Uranium, the heaviest of the atoms", p 1; "Atomic Energy", p I; "Personalities amongst the atoms", p2. 
90 "Personalities amongst the atoms", p2. 
91 "Modem Alchemy", pl. 
92 For examples "Weighing the atom", p2; S.W. Pennycuick, "Is this a scientific age", A.B.C. radio talk transcript, 
broadcast, 5 Jul. 1946, p3, NAA SP 300/2 Pennycuick/24. Note the double meaning of 'penetrate' - to discover, be 
perceptive, have insight, but it also means to pervade, pierce, stab, to permeate. For a discussion of sexual innuendo 
see Weart, Nuclear Fear, pp57-59; Cohn, "Sex and death'', pp688-9, 692-701; Adam Farrar, "War: Machining Male 
Desire" in Paul Patton and Ross Poole (eds.) War/Masculinity, (Sydney: Interventions, 1985), pp59-70. 
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tiny atomic nucleus was a sufficiently secretive place for nature to keep its huge store of 
fundamental energy, but man has sought it out and turned it loose' .94 
The story, then, is also about the endeavour, the chase or the hunt: 'The tiny atom must 
have stirred uneasily', he writes, 'for the time had come at last when men were to pry 
into its jealous secrets. And soon Rutherford had joined in the excited swirling chase'. 95 
It is quite natural that an admiring Pennycuick would stress the difficulty of the 
enterprise, but the suggestiveness of his language, depicting the pursuit of the virginal 
atom, still seems curious even when it is prevalent throughout his talks. This pursuit 
ends with the nucleus of the atom reluctantly - one might say coyly - giving up its 
treasure: 'Slowly, reluctantly, the little nucleus began to yield it secrets ... and thus 
atomic energy was born'. 96 
Similarly Farwell seems to imply that it was the difficulty of the mining endeavour that 
somehow made it more worthwhile. The trek to reach these mines, the establishment of 
remote townships and the prospectors and miners themselves were described in a 
folkloric manner reminiscent of pioneer narratives.97 It was not enough to theoretically 
conquer the atom, physical and masculine courage were required to truly tame it. 
Although the atom is portrayed as feminine there are seldom examples of it being 
seduced or of the atom willingly responding to sexual overtures. 
Interestingly this image of conquest co-existed with that of freedom and liberation, 
exe~plified by the phrase the 'freeing of atomic energy'. 98 These ideas were easily 
interchangeable depending on the context of the image. For example, when describing 
how difficult this task was to achieve portraying the atom's eventual 'conquest' made 
more sense. Depictions of the potential uses of this energy alternatively refer to its 
'liberation' from the nucleus and to humans 'subordinating' or harnessing it to our will. 
Related to these images of conquest is that of violence. I refer here to the constant use 
of violent words in descriptions of small-scale laboratory experiments not actual bombs. 
Atoms are 'bombarded', 'smashed' and 'broken apart'. Neutrons are designated 'one of 
94 "Uranium, the heaviest of the atoms", p3. 
95 "Personalities amongst the atoms", p2. 
96 "Personalities amongst the atoms", p3. 
97 Farwell, "Source of atomic power?", ppl2-l 3. 
98 For example, "Ninety Two: no more, no less", p I. 
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the most important weapons at man's command'. Accelerated particles become 'tiny 
missiles' and 'invisible bullets' and when they strike the nucleus it is 'shot to pieces' or 
'blown up'. Marie Curie's early experiments were an 'attack on the structure of the 
atom' .99 When Farwell sees the Mount Painter mine manager dressed in khaki trousers, 
mining boots and a hard hat he is reminded of 'a solider in battle dress', again, a very 
masculine image. 100 
As with the imagery of conquest and liberation these images were interchangeable and 
they were also often combined together. In one telling passage Pennycuick intertwines 
imagery of brutality, punishment, death and procreation: 
The most rigorous chemical action, huge pressure, heating, beating, the roughest form 
of treatment, all leave the atom unrepentant and unchanged. But when these insidious 
little bullets tear a central nucleus to pieces then indeed we witness the death at man's 
hands of one of the most immortal units that had danced across the stage since the world 
first began ... and we see the birth of another. 101 
Building a better world 
In the days following the Japanese surrender many companies printed a full-paged 
newspaper advertisement celebrating the end of the war. One printed by Nestle in the 
Advertiser shows a picture of a hand holding a wreath which encompassed the earth. Its 
heading read: 'There is a new world to shape now' .102 The text explains: 
Ours is an overwhelming responsibility. The future of civilisation is in our hands; and 
the lives of generations yet unborn depend upon our judgements and decisions. The 
world is now ours to make or mar. It is for us to decide whether the nations shall 
henceforth live in peace or whether our children and our children's children shall be 
born under the shadow ofterror.103 
Many public debates about the bomb in this period presented this 'crossroads' motif -
the choice between annihilation or peaceful cooperation. The future, it suggests, can be 
shaped by human choices. The introductory comments printed on the A.B.C. pamphlets 
for its listening groups also reflect this attitude. The author explains: 
It is already evident that the second world war, no more than the first, solved problems 
that were pressing upon us in 1939. We still have to make a choice as to how we are 
going to organize our future life. What sort of a new world are we building?104 
99 "Atomic Energy'', p3; "Tracer atoms", p4; "Within the atom'', p2; "Modern Alchemy", pp2&3; "Uranium, the 
heaviest of the atoms", p2, "Radium", pl. 
100 Farwell, "Source of atomic power?", p 12. 
101 "Modern Alchemy", p4. 
102 Advertiser, 17 Aug. 1945, p5. 
103 Advertiser, 17 Aug. 1945, pS. 
104 A.B.C., What about this new world?, p 1. 
67 
Illustrations 13 & 14: The 'crossroads' symbol: will humanity choose peace or destruction? 
(Bowker, This atomic age, pp6 & 17.) 
These issues, it continued, should concern every Australian as 'their solution is not the 
affair only of experts or politicians' .105 For some this idea reaffirmed the value of war 
sacrifices. As pamphleteer A.R. Butterfield writes: 'We who have survived this conflict 
have had conferred upon us a sacred trust: to build for the children of today and 
tomorrow a better world' .106 
Australians seemed little concerned with the consequences of the atomic bombings at 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Instead the issue of importance was the existence of the 
atomic bomb itself: what would it be used for in the future, who would use it and who 
would be the target? During a Forum of the Air discussion in late August 1945 
Professor William Dakin sums up this attitude neatly: 
I do not intend to spend time on the use of the bomb over Japan, which has already been 
answered by Churchill, Truman and a host of others. The atomic bomb is not as 
degrading or inhuman as the bayonet - not to use it would have been insane; the 
atrocities of Japan had to be stopped; there is not a fraction of evidence to show that the 
atomic bomb was more cruel than shrapnel, and in modem war there are no non-
combatants. Let us look then at the bigger question. 107 
What were the bigger questions for Australians? What type of future did they talk about 
creating? How long did this interest last and how widespread was it? I will look at 
these questions by examining globally oriented issues - the scientists' crusade of 1945-
46, the question of international control, calls for world government and support for the 
U.N. I will also comment on some of the regional anxieties these discussions reveal. 
The 'scientists crusade' is the name scholars have given to the activity of scientists who 
spoke out about atomic bomb dangers throughout 1945 and 1946. During this period 
scientists from the U.S. and Britain attempted to raise public consciousness and exert 
political pressure. 108 In the U.S. these men formed the Federation of Atomic Scientists 
(F.A.S.) which by early 1946 had about 3000 members.· Unofficially led by the 
energetic Leo Szilard the F.A.S. successfully campaigned against the May-Johnson Bill 
which would have given the military control of atomic energy. 109 In November 1946 
the F.A.S. organised a National Committee of Atomic Information. Over sixty 
105 A.B.C., What about this new world?, pl. 
106 A.R. Butterfield, The atom bomb: the case for world control. (Sydney: A.R. Butterfield, c.1945), p7. 
107 A.B.C., "Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb", pp3-4. 
108 David L. Hill, Eugene Rabinowitch, & John A. & Simpson, "The atomic scientists speak up", Life, 29 Oct. 1945, 
p45; Harold C. Urey, "I'm a frightened man", Collier's, 5 Jan. 1946, pl9. 
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organisations across the U.S. helped to distribute their material. The F.A.S. also 
established a Committee for Foreign Correspondence, which sent information overseas 
to 3,000 scientists, 275 libraries and scientific organisations, and 150 newspapers. 110 
In Britain a number of scientists reacted to the atomic bombings with similar horror. 
Joseph Rottblatt was a key organiser and he was joined by the wartime pacifist Kathleen 
Lonsdale, P.M.S. Blackett and Marc Oliphant. In numerous speeches, articles and 
interviews they warned about proliferation of atomic weapons and promoted the 
constructive use of atomic energy. 111 The main goal of British and American scientists 
was international control of these new weapons. 
Oliphant particularly deplored the reasomng of men like U.S. negotiator Bernard 
Baruch who insisted that it would take the Russians ten to fifteen years to build their 
own bomb. In the meantime, they argued, the U.S. could use the 'secret' as diplomatic 
leverage. 112 Most scientists disagreed, reasoning that it would not take Soviet scientists 
long to recreate their experiments and discover this 'secret'. 
How interested were Australians in this issue? Scientists like David Rivett echoed these 
concerns about secrecy and international control of atomic weapons. 113 Throughout late 
1945 and 1946 these problems were discussed in public forums, such as A.B.C. current 
affairs programmes, and in political and scientific journals. 
Although aware they were outsiders to the development of the atomic bomb many 
politically active Australians felt the issues were equally important to them. In a 1945 
pamphlet A.R. Butterfield explains: 
Because of our small population we may not be able to afford the expenditure to 
produce atomic energy, let alone atomic bombs. Admitting this, we must argue in 
defence of our stand that, though we are unable to produce atomic weapons, we are in 
danger of being wiped out by their misuse.114 
109 "Scientist's warning", Time, 29 Oct. 1945, p3 l; Boyer, By the bomb's early light, p5 l; Lawrence S. Wittner, The 
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Anthropologist A.P. Elkin publicly supported the scientists' campaign. At a conference 
arranged by the Australian Association of Scientific Workers in Sydney in April 1946 
he spoke of the need to educate the community, opposed secrecy and criticised national 
sovereignty, 'a tribal stage of thinking' .115 In May 1946 the A.B.C. Nation's Forum of 
the Air asked "Has the atomic bomb created a moral dilemma for scientists?" Speakers 
praised the social conscience of scientists, the work of the F.A.S. in fighting the May-
Johnson Bill and the campaigns of the American Association of Scientific Workers 
against secrecy. 116 
Public speakers from the newly formed United Nations Associations showed similar 
support. Speaking in July 1946 at the South Australian division of the United Nations 
Association, G.V. Portus warned that fear of the atomic bomb alone would not prevent 
wars. He repeated Einstein's warning that it would be impossible to keep the process of 
fission a secret and argued that nations must give up their 'anachronistic' claims to 
national sovereignty. Portus also pointed out that the atomic bomb had changed the 
balance of power between states. Even a small state could 'paralyse a great power'. 117 
Others echoed this concern about what today's terminology calls 'rogue states'. On the 
19th November 1945 the A.B.C. listening group topic, "The atomic bomb and politics", 
questioned how the bomb would affect the balance of power between nations. Any 
sufficiently industrialised country with a small population could do as much damage as 
a larger country: 'The Belgians, for instance, with their eight million population and 
their highly developed industrial system, could (if they wished) destroy the whole of 
Europe without mobilizing a single soldier'. It concludes by asking readers: 'Who is to 
control this terrific power?' 118 
Despite the awareness of some individuals that the atomic bomb was a global issue, it is 
difficult to gauge the interest of the population as a whole. Many Australians were by 
this time losing interest in international events. Others who were politically active were 
distracted by domestic affairs. Australian Gallup polls for the period show an initial 
reluctance to give away the 'atomic secret'. In September 1945 eight out of ten 
respondents wanted the U.S. and Britain to keep the technology to themselves. In 
115 Elkin, "International implications of atomic energy", ppS-23. 
116 A.B.C., "Has the atomic bomb created a moral dilemma for scientists?" 
117 Portus, "The atom bomb and the world", pp7, 9, 10. 
118 A.B.C., What about this new world?, p3. 
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October this number had fallen to six out often respondents. By December 1945, 44% 
were in favour of sharing, 41 % were opposed. 119 
Undoubtedly many who opposed 'giving the Russians the secret' were swayed by the 
popular but inaccurate perception of what this meant. Scientists continued to reiterate 
that, in Einstein's words: 'What nature tells to one group of men she will tell in time to 
any other group interested and patient enough in asking the right questions'. 120 The 
popular perception, buoyed by claims of Allied superiority, was that there was a discrete 
'atomic secret' - perhaps a single formula or calculation - which could be hidden, 
guarded, shared or stolen. The possibility of sharing this secret with the Russians 
roused the ire of some anti-Communists. During a question time on the A.B.C. 's Forum 
of the Air, William Wentworth attacked the stance of Dr R.E.B. Makinson (lecturer in 
Physics, University of Sydney) on freedom of publication for scientists, saying: 
Would you have favoured giving the secret to Nazi science if the bomb had been 
discovered by the democracies before September 1939? Now this is a practical 
question, because it's now clear that the Soviet [Union] is essentially a fascist state, and 
Hitler is being followed by Stalin. It is particularly appropriate to ask you because of 
your personal association with Communism.121 
Australians also discussed the efficacy of the United Nations. A number of liberal 
humanists formed branches of the United Nations Association in Australia. They 
supported the work of H.V. Evatt to bolster the role of the 'middle powers' at the U.N. 
and held regular 'informational and cultural' public meetings. 122 Current affairs 
programmes and other interested groups also discussed the benefits and problems of the 
new organisation. 
The Current Affairs Bulletin devoted several issues to the United Nations. The Second 
World War and the atom bomb, it reminded its readers, had reinforced the importance 
of Great Power cooperation. 'If they don't', it concludes dramatically, 'there is no 
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hope'. 123 One obstacle was national sovereignty. However it reassured readers that 
intervention in domestic affairs was not authorised, provided the member nation had 
fulfilled its obligations to the U.N.O: 'Australia's White Australia policy, for example, 
would not be affected' .124 
Speakers in other public forums also debated the U.N. 's ability to control atomic 
weapons. During one Nation's Forum of the Air C.E.W. Bean reminded the audience 
that the U.N. would need an effective international police force. Another speaker, Mr 
Ernest T. Claridge (despite his concluding joke about continuing the discussion 'at the 
bottom of the deepest mineshaft') was more optimistic: 'I'd ask you to remember that 
even if you can make, for instance, three or four gallons of home brew in your back 
yard, you cannot open a distillery without everybody noticing it'. 125 
The A.B.C. listening group series for March to June 1946 devoted its first series of talks 
to the question "What are the causes of war?" The fourth programme, titled 'In search 
of peace', broadcast on the 8th April, asked whether the U.N. would be strong enough 
to override national :frictions. It pofoted out that although the U.N. would have an 
international police force, it did not have any power regarding universal disarmament. 
It asked listeners: 'Will not peace remain an elusive will-o-the-wisp until U.N.O. is 
clothed with the full attributes of a world government?' 126 
For some time, then, the atomic threat revived the old utopian idea of world 
gov~mment. It had become more prevalent during the 1930s with the popularity of 
H.G. Wells' novel The Shape of Things to Come (1933) and the formation of 'Wellsian' 
societies world-wide. The chaos of World War II provoked an immense outpouring of 
books, pamphlets and articles on the subject. Both Wendell Wilke's One World (1943) 
and Emery Reves' The Anatomy of Peace (1945) became bestsellers. 127 
Oxford Press, 1947); Australia. Deparnnent of External Affairs. You and the United Nations. (Canberra: 
Deparnnent of External Affairs, 1949). 
123 "United Nations", Current Affairs Bulletin, 8(12), 11 Feb. 1946, pl I. 
124 "United Nations'', p5 & "The United Nations", Current Affairs Bulletin, 1 (9), 19 Jan. 1948, pp 1-19. 
125 A.B.C., "Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb", ppl2, 15, 17. 
126 A.B.C., Burning Questions: Broadcasts for discussion by listening groups, March to June 1946. (Sydney: A.B.C., 
1946) 
127 Wittner, The strnggle against the bomb, pp44-45; Wendell Wilke, One world. (Melbourne: Cassell, 1943); Emery 
Reves, The anatomy of peace. (Hannondsworth: Penguin Books, 1945). 
73 
Those calling for world government formed a diverse group. In the U.S. influential 
scientists such as Einstein, Linus Pauling, Leo Szilard, Harold Urey and Eugene 
Rabinowitch supported the movement. In particular, supporters often quoted 
Einstein. 128 . Norman Cousins, editor of the Saturday Review of Literature, wrote a 
popular editorial on the subject, which he later expanded into a book. Modem man is 
obsolete sold thousands of copies and the editorial was reprinted throughout the 
American and international press. 129 
The influence of these ideas varied across nations. In the U.S. while the population was 
still shocked by Hiroshima the idea won what Paul Boyer calls 'passive support' from a 
third to half of the American population, but its popularity was short lived. 130 In Britain 
the Federal Union had only a few thousand supporters during the war but after 1945 it 
began to grow rapidly. In November 1945 a meeting on world government drew about 
2,000 people to Central Hall in London. Bertrand Russell was an influential and -/ 
enthusiastic advocate, as was a young parliamentarian named Henry Usbome. By 1950 
Usbome's 'Crusade for world government' had 15,000 registered supporters. 131 
In Australia the world government movement was less successful, although the subject 
did attract some attention. Reasonable sized audiences attended guest lecturers, such as 
that given by U.S. playwright Norman Corwin on behalf of the Wendell Wilke Trust at 
the Sydney Town Hall in September 1946. 132 Organisations already inclined towards 
such ideas debated it with interest, such as the United Nations Associations and the 
Federal Pacifist Council, which discussed the issue at its national conferences in 1947, 
1948 and 1949. 133 
Once again the Current Affairs Bulletin devoted several issues to the world government 
debate. Although enthusiastic the articles point out several problems. Despite the 
rhetoric of unity at the U.N. it soon became clear that nations were not prepared to 
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accept limitations to their national sovereignty. The Bulletin also reminded readers that 
the 'federal' analogy was misleading even at the level of a federated Europe. ·In 
Australia federation was difficult enough but Western European countries had different 
languages, histories, institutions, parliamentary structures and ways of life. 134 
In another issue the Bulletin discussed the two possible models for world government. 
A world state based on democratic representation would be problematic because of 
differing levels of development. Perhaps more importantly, 'a moment's reflection 
shows that under this principle peoples such as the Indians, Chinese or Russians would 
be overwhelmingly stronger than British, French or Australians' .135 A world federation 
would face similar problems: 'If representation is according to numbers, the Asiatic 
states would again achieve overwhelming preponderance'. It concluded that ideas 
which 'run too far ahead of existing possibilities ... are doomed to failure'. 136 
Other concerned Australians published their own opinions. In 1948 Richard Weiss 
wrote an impassioned plea against those speaking of a third world war as inevitable, 
calling for a world government that could transcend these 'artificial' boundaries. Alan 
Robson argued that the U.N. would continue to be ruled by the 'big five' powers, not a 
true 'brotherhood of man' .137 
Opinion polls in Australia demonstrate ambiguity about such opinions. A poll 
published early in 1949 claimed that fifty five out of every one hundred Australians 
favoured the elevation of the U .N. into a world government. 138 However a 
comprehensive U.N.E.S.C.O. survey taken the previous year suggests otherwise. In this 
survey only 35% of Australians supported the idea of world government while 58% 
disagreed. Interestingly the report commentary noted that Australians had more 
reservations about world government than any other country except for Mexico. The 
writers conclude: 
Some explanation of this may be found, possibly, in Australia's peculiar geographic and 
ethnographic position: her nearness to Asia, the 'white Australia' sentiment, and the 
134 "Beyond the nation state", Current affairs bulletin, 4(13), 12 Sep. 1949, p435, 440;1. 
135 "World government- how?", Current affairs bulletin, 4(1), 28 Mar. 1949, p221. 
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realization that a world government would necessarily have a majority of non-white 
representatives. 139 
This lack of interest seems to be confirmed by other figures. By 1950 the Australian 
section of the World Movement for World Federal Government had only 700 
members. 140 
Quite perceptively the questions set for discussion in the Current Affairs Bulletin 
acknowledged this lack of interest. They asked readers to consider a quote from an 
earlier page, that 'the problem of how to avoid war and organise peace has become the 
outstanding problem in the daily life of every person, every family, every nation'. It 
asks: 'Do you think this is really true? Would you say that the problem enters more 
deeply into your daily life than any other problem?' 141 The answer for most 
Australians, it seems, was no. 
Despite the optimistic rhetoric about world unity, attempts to internationally regulate 
atomic energy failed. With the onset of the Cold War and the Russian test of an atomic 
device in 1949 discourses changed focus from the possibility of 'sharing'. The atomic 
bomb instead became tied to national security. As a Sydney Morning Herald editorial 
notes: 'In a flash, all the shuddering horror and foreboding that followed the blasting of 
Hiroshima four years ago has been renewed'. 142 
In debates about globalisation, the U.N. and world government, Australians displayed 
unease about their position in the Pacific region. Discussions of whether to produce its 
own atomic weapons, making alliances so that Australia came under the 'atomic 
umbrella' of others and commentary on the atomic bombing of Japan were often framed 
in racial terms. Invasion fears, doubt about how highly Aus.tralian security featured in 
British concerns and the dominant role played by the United States in the Pacific theatre 
all contributed to this regional awareness. 143 
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Although Australians devoted little attention to the effect of the atomic bomb on Japan, 
there are indications that some commentators worried about possible racial 
repercussions. Several expressed concern that the Japanese victims would interpret the 
bombing in a racial context and perhaps even more importantly, that other non-whites 
would sympathetically do the same. Prevailing ignorance about the Asian region 
· contributed to this uneasiness - in particular the tendency to conceptualise 'Asia' as an 
undifferentiated whole. 
During the Forum session, "Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb?", the 
Reverend Alan Walker suggested that the atomic bomb had already 'delivered a hard 
blow' to the idea of a world community. He explains: 
Already we are disturbed at the mental attitude of defeated Japan - I wonder how much 
of that is due to the manner of the war's end? We know nothing about the reactions of 
India and China - it could appear to them to be a weapon used by the West against the 
East. If that should happen, the gulf separating the white from the coloured races will 
be appreciably widened.144 
In his pamphlet One world or none, Alan Robson addressed this point more explicitly. 
He writes: 
Will the Japanese people ever forget that it was America which used the frightful 
atomic bomb against them? And is it not most likely that this act has had repercussions 
in a larger field than that of international relationships, namely, the relationships 
between the two races - the white race and the yellow race? Is it not most probable that 
the teeming millions of China and India felt for a moment at one with the Japanese as 
they recoiled under this devilish blow from representatives of the so-called superior 
white race - the race which has for so many decades exploited the coloured peoples of 
the world for its own benefit? If inter-racial hatreds are stirred, who can say where they 
will end? This issue is of fateful importance to Australia, which has over one thousand 
million coloured people to its north-west. 145 
These commentators seemed concerned that not only had the 'white races' first used 
this weapon against non-whites but that the Americans appeared to be insisting on 
keeping this technology to themselves. In Robson's statement we can also see a hint of 
irritation that it is Australia, the closest 'white nation' to the region, which will bear the 
consequences. A more common fear was that this 'victim mentality' would feed 
growing Asian nationalism. 
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During the war years Japanese propaganda had trumpeted the cause of Pan-Asianism. 
In the Japanese co-prosperity sphere Asia would belong to the Asians. Despite the 
reality of their belief of Japanese superiority, and the often brutal behaviour of the 
Japanese military towards other Asian peoples, this anti-European, anti-Imperial and 
anti-white rhetoric touched closely on real white Australian fears about awakening 
Asian nationalism. Since colonial days Australian attitudes about their location in the 
Pacific had been underpinned by a sense of loneliness. This perception of Australia as 
an 'outpost of Western civilisation' remained influential. It was given greater impetus 
in the post-war years when former European colonies, liberated by the Allies from 
Japanese occupation, began to demand independence. 
In April 1946 the A.B.C. devoted a three week series of its listening group broadcasts to 
the question of "The white man in the Far East". The introductory notes explain: 
The end of the war has left the Far East in turmoil. The Netherlands East Indies, French 
Indo-China, Burma and Malaya are invoking the Atlantic Charter and clamouring for 
freedom. Where will all this lead to? What role can the White Man play in future 
among the seething masses of our Near North?146 
The first in the series titled "How much face has he lost?" speculated over the future of 
the old empires. 'The white man', the pamphlet explains, 'left the Far East under a 
cloud'. Territorial losses during the war represented a failure to provide adequate 
protection from Japanese aggression. Now that the war was over could the old masters 
return? The pamphlet went on to assert: 'In short, he lost face, and "face" means a great 
deal to the Asiatic mind. When he does return, will he be welcome?' 147 
The second talk continued this theme of changing roles, referring specifically to the rise 
of nationalism. The summary declares: 'Although Japanese propaganda was often 
crude and childish, it has some telling points. One of those was "Asia for the Asiatics". 
All over the East, native peoples have developed a strong sense of nationality' .148 The 
speaker posed questions about the consequences of these political changes. What will 
happen when this nationalism clashed with the will of the West? Would their supposed 
technological superiority (including the atomic bomb) be enough to impose their wishes 
on the region? Or is this surge of nationalism uncontrollable? If these nations do gain 
146 A.B.C., Burning Questions, p4. 
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their independence, how will they relate to 'white' Australia to their south? The authors 
raised the familiar spectre of masses to the north, poised to swoop on the vulnerable, 
underpopulated continent below. Now, however, the restraining hand of European 
colonialism was about to be removed. 
Newspaper editorials, commentators and parliamentarians joined in the ensuing chorous 
of warning. In late 1946 opposition leader Menzies asserted that it would be the 'very 
ecstasy of suicide' for Australia to support or assist decolonisation. Fellow opposition 
member Percy Spender warned of seven million Australians living under the 'constant 
menace of more than 1,000 million people of other nations'. Earlier that year another 
member of parliament denounced the Atlantic Charter for giving self-determination to 
the 'hordes' of Asia. 149 These fears also provided impetus for renewed calls to quickly 
populate the continent. 150 
The third A.B.C. talk, "His economic future", asked about the economic consequences 
of this new political awareness. Would the region industrialise rapidly? Could 
Australia benefit from these changes or will it pose a different sort of threat? Again, the 
speaker asks whether 'the white man' will retain any form of control in the region. In 
the words of the pamphlet summary: 'Will Asia remain a rich prize in economic warfare 
between Western Powers, or will its teeming millions take the upper hand and become 
formidable rivals?' 151 
Despite the rhetoric of power that had accompanied early Allied - especially American 
- reactions to the atomic bombing of Hiroshima/Nagasaki these discussions display 
obvious unease about the question of superiority and control. Throughout the A.B.C. 
discussion groups the issue really seems to be 'who will control this region?' What 
does technological superiority (symbolised by the atomic bomb) really mean in the 
changing international environment? 
Here we can also glimpse some early uneasmess about the limitations of atomic 
technology. Immediate reactions had concentrated on its ability to obliterate cities with 
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one blow. How would this be useful in smaller conflicts? Would the existence of the 
bomb be enough to deter an aggressive nation's intentions? Would there be times when 
it was not appropriate to use all the means available to check this aggression? Would 
the atomic bomb be too big a weapon to actually use? Commentators also expressed 
unease about how long this superiority could be maintained. The warnings about how 
quickly Asian nations could industrialise were issued concurrently with cautions about 
changes to the balance of power. Readers were becoming aware that any suitably 
industrialised nation could eventually gain possession of atomic technology. 
Discussions about atomic energy took place alongside other debates about the end of the 
war, progress and the future of humanity. Despite rhetoric about creating a new world 
its uniqueness was questioned by those who asked how much atomic energy really 
could accomplish. While scientists calling for international control highlighted the 
bomb's difference, others considered it to be part of a story of progress. With the onset 
of the Cold War, agreement on international control of atomic weapons became 
increasingly unlikely. This further called into doubt the atomic bomb's efficacy: despite 
their atomic hegemony the U.S. had not brought the Soviet Union to heel. In Australia 
atomic energy was also seen through the prism of local concerns, as anxiety about 
political changes in the region reflected long held concerns about Australia's 
vulnerability. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THOROUGHLY MODERN MEN: PUBLICISING 
NUCLEAR PHYSICS 
'Our need for nuclear power is as great as that of any other nation and yet we have done, to date, very 
little about it. We are still discussing whether or not we should join in the race -when the race is rapidly 
nearing the finish' .1 
If August 1945 had signalled a 'new age' then the prophets of this era were the men 
who had mastered the atom, the scientists. Physics represented the new frontier - not in 
the mundane realities of funding and university enrolments but in prestige, publicity and 
the public's perception of progress. Curiously then, when enthusiasts tried to advertise 
what nuclear energy could do for Australia they did so using a vocabulary drenched in 
pioneering metaphors of the past. 
Physicists tried to use this public interest in atomic technology not only to sell atomic 
power but to promote science itself. They tried to entice both students and funding 
within a Cold War atmosphere that lent a sense of urgency to their endeavours. Using 
all of Australia's resources came to mean filling its empty spaces, and even using its 
women's brains. This chapter explores these issues while introducing the men who 
came to epitomise nuclear energy in the public gaze. 
Australia's salvation 
Throughout the 1950s prominent scientists and other nuclear enthusiasts tried to 
convince the Australian public that nuclear power was vital for the country's future. 
They tried to 'sell' nuclear energy with arguments that moved beyond the earlier vague 
promises of atomic cars, planes and endless supplies of energy. Much of this discussion 
about nuclear power was not concerned with nuclear power itself but rather with its 
possibilities. This distinction seems obvious but is an important one. As a result these 
nuclear conversations echo earlier debates about Australian development. They use 
language drawn from a European-Australian vocabulary of conquest, exploitation and 
expansion. 
1 H. Messel, "A view of nuclear energy", On Service, 18(258), Oct. 1955, p 16. 
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From the European pioneers came a particular way of viewing the continent: a fear of 
the emptiness at its mysterious centre, a belief in the inversion of familiar laws of nature 
and a confrontational view of human relations with the land. The new and unusual 
elements (nuclear power and uranium) became subsumed within this well known 
ideological terrain. Once again atomic energy - new, different and unknown - became 
incorporated into the familiar. This creates a curious juxtaposition between physics as a 
futuristic enterprise and its language, seeped in metaphors of the past. 
Through radio shows, articles, speeches to various groups and publications in industry 
journals, nuclear enthusiasts argued that Australia was not being used properly. 
Relative to its population Australia was highly industrialised.2 But its population 
remained small (8 Yi million at this time) and concentrated along the eastern seaboard. 
They imagined the remainder of the country as vast and empty. Its potential for 
development had been impeded by nature - Australia's dry climate, its uneven 
distribution of fuel sources and the large distances between population centres. 
Progress, then, was inextricably linked to concern about open spaces. 
Although the literature concerning nuclear power echoes earlier debates about 
development there is a curious sense of urgency about filling these empty spaces, as 
though this was a newly discovered problem. There is also a sense of outside pressure 
to do so. Marc Oliphant explains: 
Australians are becoming acutely aware that they can justify their high standard of 
living and occupation of so large a fraction of the earth's surface, only if they develop 
their country to the fullest possible extent and enable it to provide living room for a 
larger part of the surplus population of Europe.3 
Similarly, in a pamphlet written for the Nuclear Research Foundation at the University 
of Sydney, Harry Messel argues: 
"Little tin men with little tin souls" may tell us that we cannot do it, that we are a small, 
backward colonial nation which is incapable of doing its own thinking and standing on 
its own feet in science and technology ... If we take their advice, we might as well 
clear out of Australia and hand the country back to the aborigines, because we will be 
forced out before long at any rate. If we wish to hold this continent, we must develop it 
quickly and on a large scale.4 
2 Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia", draft speech, [ c.195?-60], Oliphant Papers [OP] Series 4 Box I, Barr Smith 
Library Special Collections, The University of Adelaide, p2. 
3 Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia", p2. 
4 Nuclear Research Foundation within the University of Sydney. The Nuclear Research Foundation and You. 
(Sydney: Consolidated Press, 1954), p23. 
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Some warnings about underdevelopment refer even more explicitly to an Asian threat. 
On another occasion Messel writes: 
Australia faces a choice of acting like a grown-up and responsible nation and entering a 
period of development and prosperity unprecedented, or of being a backward colony in 
an unfortunate geographical position, eventually to be swallowed by an expanding 
Asia.5 
After a talk by Ernest Titterton to the Empire Society one member of his audience 
observed that his lecture was most prescient as 'Australia was no longer a continent 
surrounded by water, but rather a continent of eight million people surrounded by 150 
million people of Asia, hungry people who were increasing rapidly' .6 If (white) 
Australians were not going to use the country to its full potential, so the argument went, 
Australia's overpopulated neighbours would look on the country with a jealous eye. 
Such comments were not isolated. During the postwar years calls for increasing 
Australia's population often referred to defence needs. There were new fears too about 
population distribution - if atomic bombs could destroy entire cities with a single blow 
it would only take a handful to devastate Australia's east coast population.7 
This external threat does not entirely account for the sense of urgency. As David Lowe 
writes in his study of Cold War Australia, this continuing anxiety about invasion and 
dispossession was underpinned by an awareness of the tenuous nature of European 
possession of the continent. 8 White Australians used Western notions of progress and 
civilisation to justify dispossession of Australia's indigenous population. An uneasiness 
about being judged by these standards and found wanting clearly permeates this nuclear 
discourse. 
After framing the problem in such dire terms it is unsurprising that enthusiasts presented 
nuclear power extravagantly as the 'salvation' of Australia. Atomic energy, one writer 
5 Editorial, The Nucleus, 1(1), Sep. 1954, pl2. 
6 E. Titterton, "The atomic future", Empire Outlook, Jan. 1953, p21. 
7 For anxiety about the lack of people to defend Australia, see "Australia's problems", Current Affairs Bulletin, 8(3), 
I 0 Oct. 1945, p6 & "Population crisis", Current Affairs Bulletin, 7(5), 7 May 1945, pp 1-12. For comments about the 
need to use Australia's resources properly & over-population in Asia, see "Why immigrants?", Current Affairs 
Bulletin, 1(11 ), 16 Feb. 1948, p5. For comments on Australia's concentrated population and the atomic bomb see 
John M. Blatt, "Atomic power for Australia", Building Lighting and Engineering, Oct. 1954, p33 & "Why 
immigrants?", p5. 
8 David Lowe, Menzies and the "Great world struggle": Australia's Cold War, 1948-1954. (Sydney: University of 
New South Wales Press, 1999), pp6-7. 
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claims, could 'revolutionise development' of the country. Others suggest that Australia 
would benefit more from nuclear technology than any other nation. 9 
Why was this so? Importantly, Australia had its own supplies of uranium, including 
recent discoveries at Rum Jungle in the Northern Territory and Mary Kathleen near Mt 
Isa in Queensland. As only small amounts of uranium were needed it would be cheaper 
· to transport the fuel across long distances. Io The cost of nuclear power in Australia 
would not be comparable to that of Britain or the United States who had large military 
atomic programmes. Conventional power in Australia was already more expensive 
because of the distances it travelled and the uneven distribution of fuel resources, 
making nuclear power a more economical competitor. Compact stations designed for 
Australian needs could operate efficiently in remote areas. I 1 
Achingly lonely places 
Oliphant, Messel, Baxter and Titterton all spoke about opening up remote and unused 
areas of the country. This rhetoric of emptiness appears repeatedly as the audience is 
reminded of Australia's 'vast lands', 'great spaces', 'huge, sparsely populated areas' 
and 'relatively untouched areas'. Some of these phrases indicated where these spaces 
are: in the 'big, lonely Northland', the 'dead heart' and the 'vast inland areas'. Some 
are more poetic than others. One writer notes that the area around Rum Jungle was 
once 'a forest wilderness - an achingly lonely place where space seems to grow 
larger' .12 
9 For examples about "salvation" see H. Messel, "Australia and the atom", Wesfarmers News, Jun. 1953, p5 & H. 
Messel, "The Physics and Economics of Nuclear Power", lecture given to the Nuclear Research Foundation at the 
University of Sydney, 11th Mar. 1954, reprinted in Inaugural Proceedings of the N.R.F . (Sydney: University of 
Sydney, 1954), p31. On revolutionary development see W. Prehn, "Australia's atomic future", Pacific Neighbours, 
9(2), 1954, pp 16-20. On Australia benefiting more than other nations see Messel, "Australia and the atom", p5. 
10 Titterton, "First talk. Perth A.B.C.", broadcast 6 Nov. 1956, Titterton Papers [TP] Series 31 Box 112 Folder 31/1, 
Adolph Basser Library, Australian Academy of Science, Canberra; Messel, "A view of nuclear energy", pl4; H. 
Messel, "Atomic energy- coal's future competitor", Coal Miner, 4(6), Oct. 1953, pl6; H. Messel, "The place of 
nuclear power in Australia's future", ERDA, 26(6), Jul. 1954, p29. 
11 H. Messel, "Atomic energy in Australia", United Service Quarterly, 7(3), Jan. 1954, p 11; J.P. Baxter, "Atomic 
energy in Australia's future", Commonwealth Engineer, 45(1 ), Aug. 1957, p54; Titterton, "First talk. Perth A.B.C.". 
12 Quotes about emptiness appear in J.P. Baxter, "What atomic energy can do for Australia", New Commonwealth, 16 
May 1955, p467; Baxter, "Atomic energy in Australia's future", p54; Anon., "Using uranium for power generation in 
Australia", Electrical engineer and merchandiser, 30(6), 15 Sep. 1953, pl 90; Messel, "Australia and the atom", p5; 
quotes explaining where spaces are appear in G.R. Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", Digest of World Reading, 
17(9), Mar. 1954, p2 & Prehn, "Australia's atomic future", p 17; quote about Rum Jungle appears in Lee, "Australia's 
big uranium boom", p4. 
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What did the phrase 'open up unused areas' really mean? Firstly it meant filling the 
space up with people by decentralising the existing population and by increased 
immigration. 13 As with earlier population debates, authors quoted figures explaining 
how many people the land could support. Marc Oliphant suggested that Australia could 
'become home for hundreds of millions of people'. 14 Also reminiscent of these older 
debates were comparisons ofland area with other countries. One writer complained that 
the Northern Territory has 11,000 people in an area twice the size of Germany or 
France. 15 
This opening up would be partially achieved by the supply of electricity to rural areas. 16 
More importantly perhaps was the revival of the Australian fascination with watering 
the deserts. Like the notion of empty space, water was historically linked to 
understandings of development. For the first half of the 19th century non-indigenous 
Australians displayed a persistent belief in the existence of an inland sea. Drawing their 
analogy from Europe, with its three river systems (and from other continents which all 
had at least one) these men reasoned that there must also be an inland river system on 
the Australian continent. As Roslynn Haynes points out, the belief in an inland sea was 
not merely a matter of economic advantage but an 'ideological necessity'. It reflected 
the Enlightenment belief in the orderliness of nature and a conviction that the Southern 
Hemisphere would reflect or balance the Northem. 17 
Marc Oliphant was particularly interested in the problem of water supply. He claimed 
on many occasions that nuclear power was an ideal solution. He spoke of atomic 
reactors on the coast which could distill sea water and pump it inland, diverting east 
flowing rivers so they flowed westwards and the use of atomic explosives to create 
dams and reservoirs. In short, to create an inexhaustible supply of water in areas where 
rainfall is limited, independent of drought and the seasons. 18 Oliphant's ideas were 
13 Titterton, "First talk. Perth A.B.C.". 
14 Oliphant, ''Peaceful uses of the atom bomb", 2 Oct. 1962, OP S4 Box 2, p 14. 
15 Dr H.G. Raggatt, "Uranium in Australia", Pacific Neighbours, 7(3), 1952, p22; another says 11,000 in area six 
times the size of Victoria, Anon., "Uranium for the atomic age", Journal of Industry, 21 (6), Jun. 1953, p69. 
16 Raggatt, "Uranium in Australia", p22; "Uranium for the atomic age", p69. 
17 Roslynn Haynes, Seeking the Centre: the Australian desert in literature, art and film. (Melbourne: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998). See especially "The quest for an inland sea", pp38-4 I. 
18 Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia"; Oliphant, "The possibilities of thermonuclear power & its significance for 
Australia'', JN Kirby lecture, Adelaide, 4 Nov. 1958, OP S4 Box 1; Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia", 
Symposium organised by General Atomics Division of the General Dynamics Corporation, La Jolla, Aug. 1959, OP 
S4 Box 4; Oliphant, "The development of Australia", Opening address at the Real Estate and Stock Institute First 
Convention, Canberra, 16 Oct. 1963, OP S4 Box 2; Oliphant, "Einstein memorial lecture", S.A. Institute of Physics, 
Adelaide, 15 Nov. 1957, OP S4 Box l; Oliphant, "A nuclear scientist looks at the development of Australia", 
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supported by comments from other 'expert' figures including John Cockcroft, head of 
the British atomic research establishment. At the 1955 Geneva conference on the 
peaceful uses of atomic energy Cockcroft argued that atomic power could be used to 
pump water to inland areas of Australia and to produce fresh water from the sea. The 
Sun-Herald reported his remarks enthusiastically under the heading, "Atoms may 
salvage our arid zones". 19 
Similar rhetoric about water appears in discussions of other power schemes. In a 1954 
address to the Federal conference of the Australian Primary Producers Union, Philip 
Baxter enthused about the possibilities of solar power saying: 'Australia could solve its 
greatest pastoral problem- the lack of water for potential inland agricultural areas- if it 
could purify and deliver sea water to the interior in sufficient quantities'.20 Rugged 
areas, then, could be 'salvaged' by providing the amenities of civilisation - water and 
power. 
What would these newly inhabitable areas be used for? Irrigation would provide more 
land for agriculture. Ernest Titterton explains: 
If we could just provide irrigation inland for 200 or so miles beyond the present limits 
of our agricultural effort, enormous areas of land could be brought into production and 
allow us to fulfil our traditional role as a great exporter and primary producer.21 
With drastically cheaper power and water supplies it would also be possible to build up 
industries, such as mining, in areas where it was previously considered uneconomical. 
Harry Messel was particularly enthusiastic about Australia becoming a great industrial 
nation.22 
The areas that would benefit the most from these developments were the Northern 
Territory, South Australia and Queensland. For these states the discourse about 
underdevelopment was a familiar one. South Australians had long been aware of the 
limitations of industrial development as the state lacked black coal and water resources. 
South Australia was seen by some, including its enthusiastic premier Tom Playford, as 
Goddard Oration, Australian Dental Association, Qld. Branch, Brisbane , 25 Mar. 1963, OP S4 Box 2; Oliphant, 
''Peaceful uses of the atom bomb". 
19 "Atoms may salvage our arid zones", Sun-Herald, 21 Aug. 1955, p25. 
20 "Harnessing the sun's power", Sydney Morning Herald, 20 Oct. 1954, p5. 
21 Titterton, "The International Atomic Energy Agency", 29 Apr. 1956, TP S31 Box 112 3111, p4. 
22 Messel, "The place of nuclear power in Australia's future", p46; Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia"; Titterton, 
"News Commentary", broadcast 28 Jan. 1958, TP S3 l Box 113 31 /2; Titterton, "The International Atomic Energy 
Agency". 
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the ideal location for a small compact nuclear reactor which could create power for new 
~anufacturing centres. 23 Impressions of emptiness tend to focus on central and 
northern Australia. Uranium finds in Queensland and the Northern Territory fueled 
excited speculation about increased population, more inland towns, improved transport, 
housing, port facilities and food production. 24 
These plans to reshape the topography of the landscape also suggest social 
transformation through the building of new communities. The need for a human 
presence is reflected in some of the rhetorical phrases, for example making the 'dead 
heart' of the nation come alive.25 Like the early European settlers these discussions 
perpetuated the falsehood of a negligible - or nonexistent - indigenous population. 
Nation, Race and Empire 
While some enthusiasts conceptualised Australia as an outpost of Western civilisation, 
others discussed its development in more nationalistic terms. In part this reflects the 
origins of the scientists. Harry Messel, for example, was a Canadian who took up his 
Physics chair at the University of Sydney in 1952.26 Messel argued that Australia had 
the potential to be 'another Canada' of the Southern Hemisphere. Australians should 
not allow themselves to be a 'tool' in the hands of either Britain or the United States, 
who were both trying to keep Australia out of the nuclear race. Although he supported 
selling uranium to the U.S. for defence needs, Messel criticised those who treated 
uran~um as just another export. In particular, he had harsh words for those who gained 
'a perverted sense of pride from allowing other people to test their ideas in Australia's 
back yard' .27 'Let us make sure', he writes, 'that our children's children will not be left 
23 Anon., "Great future forecast for South Australia's uranium mine", Trade Digest, Nov. 1951, p 12; Prehn, 
"Australia's atomic future", p 17; Anon., "Atomic Power generation in Australia", Commonwealth Engineer, 41 (2), 
Sep. 1953, p44; Raggatt, "Uranium in Australia'', p22; "Uranium for the atomic age", p69. 
24 Anon., "Uranium fever in Australia", New Commonwealth, 15 Sep. 1952, p295; H.P. Waldegrave, "Mount Isa's 
Uranium fever", Walkabout, Oct. 1954, p41; "Uranium for the atomic age", p69; Prehn, "Australia's atomic future", 
fO. 
5 See for example Menzies' comments at the opening of the Mary Kathleen mine, in Anon., "Prime Minister 
officially opens Mary Kathleen", Queensland Government Mining Journal, 59(684), Oct. 1958, p694. 
26 For Messel's enthusiasm about Australia, see his comments about the great opportunities he saw and his dismay 
that talented young people were leaving, in Harry Messel, oral history recording with Hazel de Berg, 8 Feb. 1972, 
DeB 577, Oral History Collection, National Library of Australia. 
27 Messel, "Atomic energy- coal's future competitor", pl 8; Messel, "Atomic energy in Australia", p7; H. Messel, 
"Role of nuclear power in Australia's future", Empire Outlook, 5(6), Jun. 1954, pl6; Messel, "Australia and the 
atom", p5; H. Messel, "Nuclear Power for Australian Industry", Australian Quarterly, 25(4), Dec. 1953, p8; Messel, 
"A view of nuclear energy'', pl5. 
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with just holes in the ground - where Rum Jungle and Radium Hill once stood - and 
nothing to show for it' .28 
Although lacking Messel's exuberance other scientists agreed with some of his remarks. 
Titterton echoed his proposition that if Australia wanted to be accepted as a partner it 
needed to contribute to the pool of collective scientific knowledge, not just appropriate 
it.29 John Blatt, from the Physics department at the University of Sydney, argued that if 
Australia continued to copy innovations from overseas then it would 'forever remain a 
dependent colonial country, in fact if not in name'. 30 It would also fail to develop its 
own pool of trained scientists. In arguments like these allusions also appear to Britain 
and the United States' refusal to share their nuclear secrets with Australia.31 
Enthusiasts also suggested that recent uranium finds would alter Australia's world 
status. The ostentation of these claims varied. One commentator thought the uranium 
deposits might give Australia a greater role in world strategy; another that Australia 
could become one of the most important uranium suppliers in the West.32 T.A.G. 
Hungerford suggested that uranium would make Australia as important as the 'big boys' 
in the Cold War. 33 Such remarks were more common in the early 1950s before 
substantial discoveries were made within the United States, reducing its reliance on 
uranium imports. 34 
Despite such enthusiasm it would be misleading to exaggerate the importance of 
Australian nationalism in this nuclear discourse. Ideas about empire and race were 
much more pervasive. In the discourse of progress indigenous concerns are silent and 
the Australian nuclear power debates are no exception. The imagery of a virgin 
landscape waiting to be properly exploited necessitated repetition of the myth of terra 
nullius. Marc Oliphant remarked on several occasions that 'probably no country in 
which the white races have settled and where their possession of the land is undisputed 
28 Messel, "Nuclear power for Australian industry'', p8. 
29 Titterton, "News Commentary"; Titterton, "The International Atomic Energy Agency"; Messel, "Atomic energy -
coal's future competitor", pl6; Messel, "Atomic energy in Australia", p8. 
30 Blatt, "Atomic power for Australia", p35. 
31 Blatt, "Atomic power for Australia", pp33-34; Messel, "A view of nuclear energy", p15. 
32 "Uranium for the atomic age", p8; Prehn, "Australia's atomic future", p 16; Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", · 
p6; Messel, "Nuclear Power for Australian Industry", p7 & Messel, "Role ofnuclear power in Australia's future", 
fl6. 
3 T.A.G. Hungerford, "Australia seeks Atom secrets", New Commonwealth, l 5 Sep. 1952, p 15. 
34 For the United States' attempts to accumulate uranium in the years before its own discoveries, see Jonathan E. 
Helmreich, Gathering Rare Ores: the diplomacy of uranium acquisition, 1942-1954. (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1986). 
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by an indigenous coloured population, offers as great a challenge to the western 
world'. 35 Australia, then, is portrayed as the last frontier of colonialism. Philip Baxter 
explains: 
Australia is the last big continent which the white man has to develop and populate. It 
will be a difficult task, but the full use of atomic energy should make it both easier and 
more certain. 36 
These proposals about filling up Australia's empty areas echo older debates .about 
Europeans' inability to live in harsh climates. Inhospitable areas could be made more 
comfortable by providing electricity, water and amenities, but this required a large 
amount of power. Both Ernest Titterton and Marc Oliphant spoke at length about 
providing air-conditioning for people living in tropical climates. Oliphant declares: 'I 
am certain that the answer to life in the tropics, for people of European descent, is the 
universal adoption of air-conditioning on a scale hitherto undreamed of'. 37 Philip 
Baxter claims: 
A white population, living and working under these climactic conditions, must have a 
good standard of housing, transport and general amenities. In the provision of these, 
power at a reasonable cost is essential. Power must be available for transport, for all 
kinds of industrial and domestic labour saving machinery and for refrigeration and air 
conditioning. 38 
As Australia's first nuclear venture, it is unsurprising that the press portrayed the 
A.A.E.C.'s experimental H.I.F.A.R. reactor at Lucas Heights, brought online in 1958, as 
a symbol of progress. Newsreel footage of the reactor's opening highlights this aspect 
of the project. 39 Students were taken to visit it and the public were encouraged to tour 
the facilities on open days.40 Physicists saw Lucas Heights as merely the first step 
towards a nuclear power programme, like the one developed by the U.K. and U.S. 
35 Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia", pl; Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia", [Symposium paper]. 
36 J.P. Baxter, "Atomic energy and Australia", Proceedings of the Australian Chemical Institute Supplement, vol.24, 
Nov. 1957, p75. On another occasion, he speaks oft'his last large land mass which is available to the white races'. 
Baxter, "What atomic energy can do for Australia", p470. 
37 Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia", p5. Also Oliphant, "Atomic energy in Australia", [Symposium paper]; 
Oliphant, "Einstein memorial lecture"; Titterton, "First talk. Perth A.B.C.". 
38 Baxter, "What atomic energy can do for Australia'', p469. Similar remarks appear in Baxter, "Atomic energy and 
Australia", p73. 
39 "Prime minister opens first atomic reactor", Cinesound review, 1958, segment title no. 124780, "Australia's first 
nuclear reactor: Lucas Heights", Movietone news, 1958, segment title no. 126274, "Spotting the news: Governor 
General inspects atomic reactor", Cinesound review, 6 Aug. 1959, segment title no. 84629, "Menzies opens new 
Lucas Heights lab", Movietone news, 24 Nov. 1960, episode title no. 129722, "Lucas Heights atomic research centre 
opened by P.M.", Movietone news, 29 Mar. 1962, episode title no. 134645, "Prime Minister opens nuclear research 
building, Lucas Heights", Cinesound review, 29 Mar. 1962, episode title no. 85206, ]'!'ational Film & Sound Archive. 
40 See Australian Atomic Energy Commission. Guide to exhibits at Research Establishment Lucas Heights: open day 
Saturday, 19th October 1957, 9am to 5pm. (Sydney: A.A.E.C., 1957); Australian Atomic Energy Commission. A 
brief gu.ide to the A.A.£. C. research establishment. (Sydney: A.A.E.C., 1961 ); Australian Atomic Energy 
Commission. Australia and the atom. (Sydney: A.A.E.C., 1961 ); Australian Atomic Energy Commission. Research 
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Despite public interest and the amount of energy spent talking about the possibility, no 
power producing reactor was ever built. In later years physicists, such as former 
A.A.E.C. director Keith Alder, bitterly condemned the government's betrayal, blaming 
the decision on its capitulation to misguided anti-nuclear protestors.41 
In reality improvements in coal production meant that Australia's power needs were 
being adequately met. Research overseas indicated that nuclear power could only be 
made economically competitive in a large grid, which ruled out proposals for a small 
South Australian reactor. Despite Baxter's enthusiastic lobbying the electricity 
commissions of the eastern states opposed the nuclear option. As Alice Cawte notes, a 
definitive history of the A.A.E.C. 's planned Jervis Bay reactor and the McMahon 
government's indefinite suspension of the plans still awaits the declassification of 
official records. 42 
There are clear similarities between these ideas and older discussions about Australian 
development. Nuclear debates repeated the themes of empty spaces, population, 
invasion and development. But they also added new themes - the notion of cleanliness, 
veneration of technology, the insistence on power as a solution to Australia's problems 
and the idea of unlimited progress. Despite their similarities the nuclear power debates 
were also isolated from earlier discussions. Nuclear enthusiasts appeared to have little 
familiarity with earlier publications from these debates.43 Certainly their repetition of 
pioneering language seems unintentional. This may result from the late arrival of 
several of the key figures - Oliphant, Messel and Titterton all took up residence in 
Australia in the early 1950s. 
Razzmatazz: Harry Messel's Nuclear Research Foundation 
As the 1950s progressed stories about atomic energy continued to catch the public's 
interest. Nuclear physicists tried to capitalise on this awareness. They used it to 
Establishment, Lucas Heights. Guide to Open Days, 1969. (Sydney: A.A.E.C., 1969.) For more details on the 
acquisition of the reactor see Cawte, Atomic Australia, p98- l 02. 
41 Keith Alder, Australia's Uranium Opportunities. (Sydney: Pauline Alder, 1996.) 
42 Cawte, Atomic Australia, pp97, 1 10-111, 124-25. 
43 I refer here, for example, to works such as Griffith Taylor, Environment and race: a study of the evolution, 
migration, settlement and status of the races of man (London: Oxford University Press, 1927) and P.D. Phillips & 
G.L. Wood (eds.) The peopling of Australia (Melbourne: 1928). For a survey of these earlier debates see David 
Robert Walker, Anxious Nation: Australia and the Rise of Asia, 1850-1939. (St Lucia, Qld.: University of 
Queensland Press, 1999), especially the chapters "The invasion narrative", "Beware the empty north", "Taking the 
heat" and "Space becomes place". 
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promote the study of science - particularly physics - and to gamer support for their own 
work. One example of these attempts is the Nuclear Research Foundation. Harry 
Messel, newly arrived head of the School of Physics at the University of Sydney, 
formed the Nuclear Research Foundation (N.R.F.) in March 1954. In its 1954 pamphlet 
"The Nuclear Research Foundation and You" Messel explained the organisation's aims. 
It wanted to train Australian students to a higher standard, to discourage the drain of 
· Australian talent overseas, to attract world class scientists to Australia, to carry out basic 
research in 'theoretical physics and experimental nuclear physics', to stimulate public 
interest in the field and to keep Australian industry informed of recent research.44 
Messel filled his staff with top international academics, then began a campaign to snare 
public interest - and, more importantly, private funding - for his department's 
research.45 
Undoubtedly Messel possessed excellent publicity skills. He displayed his energy, 
persistence and talent as a public speaker in addresses to various meetings and in regular 
press appearances. Messel also sought out media attention. In November 1954, for 
example, he held a press conference to announce findings from a research project on 
superfluidity and superconductivity. 46 Frank Packer, a founding governor of the 
Foundation, assisted this quest for publicity. His Consolidated Press - especially the 
Daily Telegraph - reported favourably the activities of the Foundation and the Physics 
department. Dr Stuart Butler, a lecturer in the department, wrote regularly for the 
Consolidated Press papers. In 1960 Sydney's TCN Channel 9 televised a selection of 
lectures from the Foundation's Summer Schools. The following year they were 
broadcast on the A.B.C.'s national network. The Sydney Morning Herald, an associate 
member of the N.R.F. from August 1954, also gave Messel regular coverage.47 
These promotional efforts were clearly profitable. At the N.R.F. inaugural dinner both 
Federal and N.S.W. state government representatives announced donations of £50,000. 
44 N.RF., The Nuclear Research Foundation and You, pp18-19. 
45 "Scientists for University", Sydney Morning Herald, 30 Apr. 1953, p2; "British scientists see Sydney as great 
atomic research", Sydney Morning Herald, I 0 May 1953, p2. 
46 "Professor H. Messel - a great salesman", Journal of the Retail Trader's Association of New South Wales, Nov. 
1953, pp I 0-19; "Sydney research advances in field of physics", Sydney Morning Herald, 22 Nov. 1954, p I; 
"Professor Messel explains the new discoveries", Sydney Morning Herald, 22 Nov. 1954, p5; "Big atomic discovery 
in Sydney", Daily Telegraph, I Jul. 1954, ppl,8,35 .. 
47 Nuclear Research Foundation within the University of Sydney. The Nuclear Research Foundation within the 
University of Sydney and the School of Physics. (Sydney: University of Sydney, 1961 ), pp25-6; J.B.T. McCaughan, 
"The era begins", in D.D. Millar (ed.) The Messel era : the story of the School of Physics and its Science Foundation 
within the University of Sydney, Australia 1952-1987. (Sydney: Pergamon Press, 1987), p50; "New members of 
nuclear foundation", Sydney Morning Herald, 4 Aug. 1954, p4. 
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Other large donations provided funds for specific projects. In 1954 Adolph Basser 
donated £50,000 allowing the School of Physics to acquire its first computer, an 
'electronic brain' called SILLIAC. Basser later donated another £50,000. The 
university used G.B.S. Falkiner's gift of £50,000 to establish the F.B.S. Falkiner 
Nuclear Research Laboratory. In 1960 U.S. philanthropist Cecil H. Green donated U.S. 
$250,000 (£113,600) to help construct a second version of SILLIAC. Like nuclear 
energy, this electronic brain symbolised the cutting edge of technological progress. 
As well as donations the N.R.F. accepted three levels of membership. Governors 
contributed at least £2,000, members £400 and associate members between £ 100 and 
£399 per year. By 1961 the Foundation had twenty Governors including Ampol 
Petroleum, the N.S.W. Chamber of Manufacturers, Philips Electrical Industries and 
Consolidated Press. It also claimed forty nine members, ten donors eligible for 
membership and fifty associate members. In eight years the Foundation had raised 
£ 48 3,203,200. 
High profile individuals also publicly supported the N.R.F.'s work. The record of 
attendees at its inaugural dinner reads like a list of 'who's who' - including J.J. Cahill 
(Premier of N.S.W.), Sir Charles Bickerton Blackburn (Chancellor, University of 
Sydney), Sir Arthur Fadden (Federal Treasurer), Howard Beale (Minister for Supply), 
William McMahon (Minister for Air and Navy), Tom Playford (Premier of S.A.), H.V. 
Evatt, Senator John Armstrong and Professor S.H. Roberts (Vice Chancellor, University 
of Sydney). 49 
Messel frequently promoted both his own enterprise and nuclear technology itself as the 
epitome of progress. He emphasised the newness of atomic technology and reminded 
his audience that it was still rapidly changing. Atomic cars may be laughed at now, but 
aeroplanes were considered preposterous, too, before their invention. Reactor 
48 N.R.F., The N.R.F. and You, p16; N.R.F., The N.R.F. within the University of Sydney, p7; N.R.F . Inaugural 
proceedings of the Nuclear Research Foundation: University of Sydney, 12th March, I954. (Sydney: The 
Foundation, 1954), p!O. The article "Vital facts and figures on the N.R.F. since its inauguration in March, 1954", 
The Nucleus, Apr. 1961-Mar. 1962, pp32-35 has a comprehensive list of governors, members and associate members. 
For donations see "Grazier's gift", Sydney Morning Herald, 6 Mar. 1954, pl7; "Atomic research in university: 
£ 100,000 in two govt. grants", Sydney Morning Herald, 13 Mar. 1954, p 1; "New members of nuclear foundation", 
Sydney Morning Herald, 4 Aug. 1954, p4; "Electronic brain for university: device will do 20 years work in eight 
hours", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Jan. 1954, p5; "$250,000 private gift", The Nucleus, 6(2), Nov. 1960, p3. 
49 N.R.F., Inaugural proceedings, pp49-50. Some of these attendees also spoke publicly about supporting the N.R.F., 
for example W. McMahon in "Atom research support urged", Sydney Morning Herald, 7 May 1953, p2; "Prime 
minister pays tribute to foundation", The Nucleus, Apr. I 96 l-Mar.1962, pp I 0-11. 
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technology faced problems but they would soon be corrected by innovative engineers. 
Reactors might not be economically viable in 1952 or 1953, but they soon would be.so 
Messel himself was also portrayed as progressive. His office, one journalist noted, is 
'efficient looking' and 'recently modernised'. The department too had been 
'modernised' since Messel's arrival. In the last eight months it had spent £32,500 on 
new equipment.s 1 Messel also gathered together a coterie of new physicists. C.G. 
McDonald, Deputy Chancellor of Sydney University, described Messel's arrival in 
Sydney as 'a sudden flash of lightening and a clatter of thunder' leaving 'a cloud of 
mushroom smoke'. The new and revolutionary in his phrasing was tempered by 
wisdom: 
It was as if some prophet had come out of the Old Testament to destroy the serenity of 
our cloisters. Since then we have had no peace; but we have the idea at the back of our 
minds that it is all to the good. 52 
Messel did not hesitate to take advantage of public interest in 'atomic' projects. He 
frequently used the phrases 'atomic energy' and 'atomic research' even when they were 
not the subject of his addresses. In the fine print he explained that the Foundation was 
not interested in building nuclear reactors, only in 'fundamental research', 
'experimental nuclear physics' and 'theoretical physics'. But Messel did talk about 
atomic power on many occasions, leading to public confusion about what his phrase 
'experimental nuclear physics' actually meant. In one press conference held to 
announce the Department's work on superfluidity and superconductivity, Messel 
claimed these discoveries were 'directly related to atomic science and nuclear 
research'. Such comments drew the ire of other physicists. While praising the work 
done, Oliphant corrected him on this point, saying: 'the new discoveries were not linked 
with atomic energy'. s3 
Messel also emphasised the exhilarating nature of atomic energy research, proposed it 
as the sole answer to Australia's power problems and lauded this 'new and exciting 
era'. s4 He argued that the Australian people should all be made 'atom-conscious'. ss 
Although he was happy to use this public interest to promote physics, Messel also 
50 Messel, "Atomic energy- coal's future competitor", pl 8. 
51 Messel, "Atomic energy - coal's future competitor", p 16. 
52 C.G. McDonald, proposing a toast at the N.R.F. inaugural dinner, quoted in N.R.F., Inaugural proceedings, p50. 
53 "Sydney research advances in field of physics", Sydney Morning Herald, 22 Nov. 1954, p 1; "Professor Messel 
explains the new discoveries", p5; "Big atomic discovery in Sydney", pp 1,8,35. 
54 Messel, "A view of nuclear energy", pl6. 
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became caught in the ambiguities of atomic imagery. On one occasion he had to 
explain to his audience that atomic power was not 'magical' or 'mystical'. On another 
he complained that the public seemed to be aware only of the destructive potential of 
atomic energy. 56 
The Foundation used this public interest to promote the study of science. Messel argued 
that Australia needed to train more scientists, to pay them better and to increase the 
quality of science teaching in schools. Other scientists and educators were discussing 
similar issues at the time and it would be inaccurate to claim that Messel was solely 
responsible for ensuing changes. 57 However, Messel spearheaded a push for 
compulsory science education in schools at a time in the late 1950s when the N.S.W. 
government was already conducting a review of the secondary school system. The 
resulting Wyndham report (1962), named for Director General of Education Dr Harold 
Wyndham, included some of these recommendations. Science became a compulsory 
subject for the first four years of secondary schooling in N.S.W. Just as importantly, 
from Messel's point of view, the subject became integrated. This meant students 
studied physics, chemistry, biology and geology without being free to specialise too 
early.58 
Messel's influence on these changes can be seen by the N.S.W. government's request 
that he write a series of textbooks for the new course. Messel organised a team of 
writers and in ten weeks they produced Science for High School Students. This two 
volll;me 1,040 page book, known as the 'blue book', covered the entire four year course 
at three levels of difficulty - ordinary, credit and advanced. A later volume, Abridged 
Science for High School Students covered the ordinary level only. Senior Science for 
High School Students, designed for fifth and sixth year students, appeared in three 
55 Messel, "Atomic energy- coal's future competitor'', pl 8. 
56 Messel, "A view of nuclear energy", ppl3&14; Messel, "Atomic energy in Australia", p9. 
57 See for example Messel's editorial "Science teaching in Australia", The Nucleus, 4(1), 1958, ppl-2. For examples 
ofOliphant's arguments see "Science and the report of the committee on Australian universities", The Nucleus, 4(1 ), 
1958, pp2-4; "Satellites and their implications for Australian education", undated lecture, ( c.1956), OP S4 Box I; 
"Education and the age of science", A.O. Ross lecture, W.A. division of A.N.Z.A.A.S., Nov. 1962, OP S4 Box 2; 
"Science and the future of humanity'', Overland, 13, Spring 1958, pp21-27 & "Science and Ethics Today'', Overland, 
18, Aug. 1960, pp25-28, 33-35. 
58 New South Wales. Committee on Secondary Education in New South Wales. Report of the committee appointed to 
survey secondary education in New South Wales. (Sydney: Government Printer, 1958); H. Messel & E.N. Barker, 
The general philosophy behind the new integrated and co-ordinated science courses in N.S. W. and the Science 
Foundation for Physics textbook S. (Sydney: Science Foundation for Physics, University of Sydney, c.1969); H. 
Messel, Wyndham science. (Sydney: University of Sydney, 1969); R. Hanbury-Brown, "Harry Messel", in The 
Messel era, p152; "Science textbook announced at 9th N.RF. dinner", The Nucleus, Apr. 1962-Jun. 1963, pp2-20. 
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separate parts - physics, chemistry and biology.59 The books were later also adapted for 
sale in Britain in thirteen smaller volumes. 
Another N.R.F. innovation was its Foundation's Summer Schools for science teachers. 
The School of Physics held the first from the 13th-25th January 1958, with 120 teachers 
attending. The following year Ampol and Consolidated Press provided £5,000 each to 
finance the schools, which then became an annual event. Consolidated Press published 
the lectures given by staff from the University and by visiting scholars and distributed 
free copies to those attending. In 1958 Messel also announced three new science 
scholarships for matriculating students. Each would receive £200 to study physics at 
the University of Sydney. 60 
In 1962 the Foundation organised a similar summer school for school students. Former 
Nazi rocket scientist Wernher von Braun appeared as the star lecturer. As well as 
attending lectures the 153 students watched nine half-hour science films and toured both 
the School of Physics and the A.A.E.C. research establishment at Lucas Heights. Each 
student received a £20 scholarship, a copy of the lectures given and a silver pressed 
medal commemorating the event. 61 
Did the Foundation's activities have any effect on the number of students studying 
physics? In a 1961 issue of its journal The Nucleus, the N.R.F. claimed that it had. 
Since 1953 Physics I attendance at Sydney University had increased from 808 to 2,000 
students, Physics II from 189 to 422, Physics III from thirty seven to eighty five, 
Physics IV from seven to seventeen and Postgraduate from seven to thirty five. In the 
same period academic staff in the physics school had increased from twenty three to 
59 Nuclear Research Foundation. School Certificate Integrated Science Textbook Group. Science for high school 
students : an integrated four-year course. (Sydney: The Foundation, 1965); Nuclear Research Foundation. School 
Certificate Integrated Science Textbook Group. Abridged science for high school students: an integrated four-year 
course in physics, chemistry, biology and geology based on and covering the Ordinary Level of the science syllabus 
approved by the New South Wales Secondary Schools Board. (Sydney: The Foundation, 1966); Nuclear Research 
Foundation. School Certificate Integrated Science Textbook Group. Senior Science for High School Students. 
(Sydney: The Foundation, 1966). 
60 H. Messel (ed.) Nuclear Research Foundation Summer School for Science Teachers. 1958. University of Sydney. 
Selected lectures in modern physics for school science teachers; a course of lectures contributed by R.E. Aitchison 
[and others]. (Sydney: Shakespeare Head Press, 1960); "Foundation shows the way'', The Nucleus, 4(1 ), Mar. 
1958, pp5-6.; "Six month's progress, The Nucleus, 4(2), Sep. 1958, p9; "N.R.F. Summer Schools for science 
teachers", The Nucleus, 4(2), Sep. 1958, p3; "Success of the science summer school", The Nucleus, 7(1 ), May 1961; 
McCaughan, "The era begins'', p42. 
61 "Success ofN.R.F.'s new summer school venture", The Nucleus, Apr. 1961-Mar. 1962, pp15-20; S.T. Butler & H. 
Messel (eds.) A journey through space and the atom: a course of selected lectures in physics, astronomy and space 
rocketry. A course of lectures contributed to the N.R.F. Summer Science School for Fourth-Year high-school 
students at the University of Sydney, January 8-19, 1962. (Sydney: Shakespeare Head Press, 1962). 
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Illustration 15: Harry Messel (left) with distinguished visitor Werner von Braun. (Nucleus, 
Apr. 1961-Mar. 1962, pl 7.) 
Illustration 16: Two men who embodied nuclear physics in the public gaze: Marc Oliphant 
(left) and Ernest Titterton. (Nucleus, May 1961, pll.) 
forty one and technical staff from eighteen to seventy five. 62 A later publication 
celebrating the centenary of science at Sydney University also noted that there was a 
jump in student numbers in this period - only four took physics honours in 1959, rising 
to sixteen the following year.63 These figures may sound impressive but both the 1957 
Murray Report into Universities and a 1963 survey of the condition of science in 
Australian universities reveal a more accurate picture. 64 
The 1963 survey (which I refer to here instead of the better known Murray report as it 
concentrated on science) studied enrolments, completion rates, staff numbers, university 
demand for staff, salaries and publication rates in all Australian universities between 
1939 and 1960. Its authors concluded that in this period science enrolments had 
increased nearly five times, from 1,393 to 6,808. But the total university population had 
also increased four times from 14,236 to 53,780. The ratio of science students to others 
had only increased by 3% in this period, from 10% to 13%. Furthermore, the survey 
emphasised that the proportion of failures in Australian universities was also very high 
- about 40% in first year science courses alone. It suggested that only 50 to 65% of 
students completed their degrees. Its figures for those graduating revealed that in this 
period the ratio of science students graduating to the total number of graduates only rose 
from 16.7% to 23.9%. The survey also concluded that the number of Australian 
honours and higher science graduates (those most likely to have careers as research 
scientists) also lagged far behind those in other countries.65 Seen in this light, Messel's 
figures, in fact, prove little. 
The success of Messel' s fundraising efforts and the interest shown in the N .R.F. by both 
the press and by business leaders seems to indicate that they were receptive to his 
message. In reality the Foundation had very little to do with developments in nuclear 
technology in Australia. This agenda was being controlled by the government through 
the A.A.E.C. - an organisation whose activities were, in contrast, quite secretive. 
62 "Vital facts and figures", pp22-23. 
63 David Branagan & Graham Holland, Ever reaping something new: a science centenary. (Sydney: University of 
Sydney, 1985), p I 06. 
64 Committee on Australian Universities. Report. (Canberra: Commonwealth Government Printer, 1957); Joseph 
Gani, The condition of science in Australian universities: a statistical survey, 1939-1960. (Oxford: Pergamon Press 
& the A.N.U., 1963). 
65 Gani, The condition of science in Australian universities, pp38-45. These figures did not include those scientists 
being trained at Technical Colleges. 
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Physics as a gendered space 
In the 1950s women's participation in science, whether it be in schools, universities, or 
the workplace, was marginal. Traditional attitudes about women's roles, combined with 
institutional and individual prejudice, prevented women's advancement in these fields. 
This was particularly the case in physics. Although women had made some progress in 
the sciences in the earlier part of the century, there was still a notable divide between 
the biological or applied sciences and physics and engineering. 
The gendered nature of physics provides a curious parallel with the masculinity of the 
language used to sell atomic energy. Attempts to change this situation mirror wider 
changes in the discipline - both the attempts to promote science to more students and to 
integrate it into a generalist education. It also reminds us of the Cold War context of 
these discussions. The debates about Australian development reflect anxiety about the 
need to use all available resources. The human brain also became seen as a resource, 
and educators spoke of 'only using half of our brainpower'. 
One problem which impaired change was that many young women were not able to take 
the subjects at school that were required for studying science at university level. In 
many cases physics was not offered at all at girls' schools, and chemistry often not 
beyond the elementary level. Women who wanted to study science further had to make 
special arrangements. In the 1930s physicist Joan Freeman attended extra lectures at 
Sydney Technical College with male apprentices.66 This issue confronted young 
women until the late 1950s. Women who did enter these fields faced both institutional 
and individual prejudice. Freeman recalls her difficulty in securing a position. 
Physicist Rachel Makinson found it easier to move into a newer field in the C.S.l.R.O. 
where there was not already an entrenched male establishment.67 
In the 1950s there was much discussion among the scientific community and science 
teachers about the state of science teaching at schools. . As previously mentioned, a 
review of secondary teaching in N.S.W. led to the implementation of the Wyndham 
system. At this time in the U.S. the Cold War had a great impact on science education. 
66 Joan Freeman, Address for the Gordon Godfrey Inaugural Lecture, May 1993, 
<http://www.usyd.edu.au/wisenet/profiles/jfreeman.htm> 
67 R.S. Bhatal, Profiles, Australian women scientists. (Canberra: National Library of Australia, 1999), pl 27. 
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The U.S.S.R. 's successful launch of Sputnik in 1957 caused great concern about an 
'education gap'. David Cohen suggests that Australians displayed less concern about 
Sputnik's significance. Rather, the impulse to improve the science curricula evolved at 
the same time from concerns about the lack of scientific manpower. Discussions in 
science and education journals at the time support this contention.68 However, 
comparisons about the number of scientists each country produced did appear. In 1962 
one publication claimed that Russia was producing ten times as many scientists and 
technologists on a population basis as Australia.69 It is likely that the publicity Sputnik 
generated focussed wider community concern on issues that were already being 
discussed. 
Both scientists and educators expressed concern about the lack of scientists staying in 
Australia and about the shortage of science teachers. Among these debates about the 
need for more 'manpower' some voices began to suggest that girls should also be 
encouraged to study science. One notable participant was the Science and Technology 
Careers Bureau, founded in Victoria in 1956. The Bureau printed publications and 
offered advice to parents. In one publication it explains: 'It is our aim to ensure that 
every girl or boy capable of following a career in science or technology has the chance 
to do so' .70 In its issue devoted to "Careers for women" it explains: 
Obviously half the brainpower in any country belongs to women, and those countries 
that are more advanced technologically are making full use of them in science and 
technology. 71 
The Bureau sent representatives to career nights at schools, and praised the work of 
female scientists who attended as role models. 72 
Teachers' organisations and their publications also encouraged female participation. 
From 1952 onwards the Victorian Science Teachers' Association ran a 'Science talent 
search' which invited students from all Victorian secondary schools to enter science 
projects. The organisers argued that the type of school (boys, girls, government or 
68 David Cohen, The development of an Australian science curriculum model. (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University 
Microfilms, 1965), pp 176-7. See for example, "Shortage of trained scientists in Australia", The Australian Science 
Teachers' Journal, 1(1), May 1955, pp2-3; P.D.F. Murray, "Some reasons for the current shortage of scientists", The 
Australian Science Teachers' Journal, 2( 10), May 1956, p 10. 
69 Technical Manpower, no. 6, Mar. 1962, pl. 
70 "Harvest all talent", Technical Manpower, no. 7, Jun. 1962, p I. 
71 "Careers for women", Technical Manpower, no. 7, Sep. 1962, p I. 
72 For example, careers nights at Methodist Ladies College in August 1962 and August 1963 organised by the 
school's counselor featured about thirty women who worked in science fields. A Mentone Girls High School careers 
night in October 1963 had about forty consultants present. "Careers for women'', p I; Technical Manpower, Oct. 
1963, p3. 
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independent) did not have any effect on the number of projects entered. The standard of 
entries was most affected by the enthusiasm of individual teachers. 73 One report claims, 
presumably in response to teachers' comments: 'If you are in a girls school where of 
course NO girls are interested in science, we will ask you to work out where the mutants 
came from at St Leonards and P.L.C. and so on'.74 Despite this rhetoric, the figures for 
girls' and boys' participation do still hint at the traditional biology/physics divide. In 
1961 boys submitted twenty eight physics and twenty six biology projects, while girls 
submitted six physics and thirty eight biology projects. This pattern was repeated in 
subsequent years. 75 
At this time we can also see some subtle changes, such as references in the literature to 
'boys' becoming 'boys and girls'. One science educator, for example, wrote in 1958 of 
'wonderful opportunities for every boy and girl with talents'. 76 Occasional articles 
began appearing discussing the possibility of women having careers in science and 
industry. 77 
One of the most important changes were attempts to alter schools' curricula.78 In 
N.S.W. the Wyndham scheme aimed to stop students specialising in science too early 
by making an integrated science course compulsory for the first four years of secondary 
schooling. In practice it forced all schools, including girls' schools, to teach science in a 
standardised manner. 
Of course arguments were also put forward about why women should not be involved in 
science. The literature promoting women's involvement often anticipated such 
comments and provided answers to the question: 'Why waste time and money educating 
girls for careers they will give up when they marry?' 79 
73 "Science talent search report", lab talk, Jul. 1962, p9. 
74 
"Science talent search report", pl I. 
75 In I 962 boys produced eighteen physics and twenty three biology projects, the girls six physics and forty six 
biology projects. In 1963 boys submitted eleven physics and eighteen biology projects, compared to the girls' six 
physics and twenty nine biology projects. "Science talent search report", p7; "Statistics", lab talk, Oct. 1963, pl 6. 
'
6 Rev. Aloysius, "Science and Australia", Science Education News, 3(2), Aug. 1958, p2. 
77 For example see W. Lang, "Girls in industry", Australian Science Teachers' Journal, 5(1), May 1959, pp45-6, 77. 
78 On the state of science curricula in different schools at this time, see G.H. Robins, "A survey of general science 
teaching at the secondary level in Australia", Australian Science Teachers' Journal, 3(3), Nov. 1957, pp28-35; Roy. 
W. Stanhope, "Science courses in Australian schools", The Australian Science Teachers' Journal, 7(3), Nov.1961, 
~p23-9; & Cohen, The development of an Australian science curriculum model, ppl67-239. 
9 "Careers for women", p I. 
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Figure 3.1: Bachelor of science degrees conferred, by gender, 1950-1965. (Figures from 
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics. University Statistics. Canberra, 
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 1950-1965.) 
1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 
Figure 3.2: Postgraduate science degrees conferred, by gender, 1950-1965. (Figures from 
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics. University Statistics. Canberra, 
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 1950-1965.) 
Data for women's participation in science at university level, shown in figures 3.1 and 
3 .2, do suggest increasing participation over this period, but this should not be 
overstated.80 The increasing number of B.Sc.s awarded to women is not significant 
compared to the similar growth rate for males. As mentioned earlier, this growth should 
also be seen in the context of rising university numbers across all disciplines. 
Furthermore, as seen in figure 3.2, the growth in undergraduate enrolments is not 
mirrored in the postgraduate (M.A., Ph.D. and D.Sc.) figures. This is important because 
postgraduate study best indicates a chosen career in science, and it was these figures the 
campaigns were trying to affect. 
Also difficult to measure are the questions of ease of employment and advancement, job 
satisfaction, discrimination and prejudice in the workplace. It seems clear that despite 
small advances gender inequity in science continued. This is evident in the anecdotes of 
female scientists as well as the continued campaigns of the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s to 
involve women in science. 
'Atom men explode' 
Oliphant, Messel, Baxter and Titterton all embodied nuclear physics in the public eye. 
Barely an article about nuclear issues appeared in the press without the convention of 
citing a comment from one or the other. In reality all played very different roles in 
Australia's nuclear development. Titterton was involved in the British testing and 
defended the programme against public concerns. Oliphant worked to establish the 
Research School of Physical Sciences at the A.N.U. and spoke out against the 
proliferation of nuclear weapons. Baxter played a key role in the development of the 
A.A.E.C.'s research programme. In contrast Messel seems to have had little to do with 
nuclear developments (despite the many achievements during his time as head of the 
Sydney Physics School), yet in this period he was just as readily identifiable in the 
public gaze as a 'nuclear expert'. 
In 1961 an article appearing in the Bulletin titled "The White Oliphant" criticised the 
amount of money Oliphant and the A.N.U. had spent building a synchrotron. It argued 
so These figures are drawn from: Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics. University Statistics. (Canberra, 
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 1950-1965.) There are no available national figures for this period 
showing a further breakdown into subject level. 
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that the project had split Australian physicists into two warring camps - Sydney versus 
Canberra and Messel versus Oliphant. Oliphant saw this as an attack on his credibility 
and reacted angrily, immediately offering his resignation (the seriousness of which 
should not be overstated. Oliphant threatened to resign on a regular basis). 81 He 
perceived the article as part of a campaign orchestrated either by Messel himself or by 
members of his team at Sydney University and supported by their benefactors, the 
Consolidated Press. 
Oliphant's biographers detail this episode and conclude that neither Messel or his staff 
were responsible for the publication. 82 What I find more interesting is not whether 
Messel told the truth about his non-involvement, nor the flurry of angry letters between 
Sydney and Canberra, but rather the public nature of the argument. This episode was 
part of a series of public disputes between physicists that had occurred since Messel's 
arrival in 1954. The activities of Messel and the N .R.F. provide a way in to examine 
some of these tensions between physicists: in particular Marc Oliphant (then Director, 
Research School of Physical Sciences, A.N.U.) and Philip Baxter (then deputy 
Chairman· of the newly formed A.A.E.C. and Director, N.S.W. University of 
Technology). 
Messel's colleague R. Hanbury Brown suggests that other scientists disliked Messel 
because he 'kicked up an almighty fuss' to raise money, behaviour considered improper 
for an academic. He writes: 
That is the lesson which Harry Messel taught the Australian academic world and in 
doing so made himself very unpopular. Most academics have a profound distaste for 
even the mildest form of razzmatazz and hype which are inseparable from persuading 
the public to support science. They are apt to impugn the motives and scholarship of 
anyone who uses these despised arts. 83 
Perhaps some found the razzmatazz distasteful.84 But Messel's outspoken brashness 
won him several enemies. Soon after his arrival Messel angrily told the press that the 
government was unwilling to pay for atomic research (at this time there was no direct 
government funding to State universities). He was extremely antagonistic towards 
81 Ernest Titterton, Transcript of Oral History interview with David Ellyard, TP SI Box l l/22. 
82 Cockburn & Ellyard, Oliphant, pp233-38. 
83 Hanbury-Brown, "Harry Messel", pp138-9. 
84 Ernest Titterton writes of a colleague who dismissed Messel as a 'promoter'. Letter, Ernest Titterton to Marc 
Oliphant, 28 May 1955, TP S2 Box 17 2/125. 
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government funded projects, m particular the A.A.E.C., its committee of scientific 
advisors, and the A.N.U. 85 
Without resorting to a crude dichotomy of Messel versus 'all the other physicists' it 
seems fair to say that there were clearly institutional, individual, personal and 
professional rivalries behind the public fa9ade of unity. At a N.R.F. dinner Oliphant 
toasted the N.R.F. 's independence from the government. Messel's reply noted that the 
developments at Sydney complimented the A.N.U. 's work: 'Sir Marc Oliphant and I are 
determined that our work should proceed hand-in-hand for the benefit of all of 
Australia'. 86 Behind the scenes, however, Oliphant and Titterton' s correspondence 
demonstrates both their own irritation with Messel and tensions between Messel and 
other scientists, especially Philip Baxter. 87 
In part, Baxter and Messel were fighting over territory - who should be responsible for 
applied nuclear research and for training nuclear scientists. In mid March 1954 Philip 
Baxter announced that the N.S.W. University of Technology proposed to set up a 
Research Institute for Engineers. He explained that it was the obvious place. to do this 
sort of work, leaving other universities free to continue with fundamental nuclear 
physics. Messel issued a statement disagreeing with Baxter, citing the work already 
done at Sydney as preparatory for applied research. The Vice Chancellor of Sydney 
University, S.H. Roberts, the chairman of the N.R.F., R.G.C. Parry-Okeden, and others 
also joined in the debate. 88 
Another territorial quarrel arose over the issue of low-powered research reactors. The 
Minister for Supply had explained at a N.R.F. function that the government could not 
85 After its inception in 1953, the A.A.E.C. appointed a panel of six scientists to a Scientific Advisory Commission. 
Its members were chairman Philip Baxter (Director, N.S.W. University of Technology), V.J.F. Brain (Chairman, 
Electricity Authority ofN.S.W.), Prof. Leslie Martin (Professor of Physics, University of Melbourne, 
Commonwealth Defence Scientific Advisor and Chairman, Defence Research and Development Committee), Prof. 
R.H. Myers (Professor of Metallurgy, N.S.W. University of Technology), Prof. Marc Oliphant (Director of the 
Research School of Physical Sciences, A.N.U.) and Dr F.W.G. White (Chief Executive Officer, CSIRO). In 1955 
they appointed Prof. J.S. Anderson (University of Melbourne) and Prof. T.G. Hunter (University of Sydney) and in 
1956 Prof. Ernest Titterton (A.N. U. ). Clarence Hardy, Atomic rise and fall: the Australian Atomic Energy 
Commission, 1953-1987. (Peakhurst, N.S.W.: Glen Haven, 1999), p41. Messel's comment about funding appeared 
in "Professor confident of research money", Sydney Morning Herald, I May 1953, p2. 
86 The Nucleus, 5(1), Apr. 1959, pp9-l I. 
87 See Titterton' s comments about Leslie Martin and John Anderson's dislike of Baxter, 'an ambitious man', and 
Martin's belief a fight was brewing between Messel and Baxter. Letter, Ernest Titterton to Marc Oliphant, 21 Mar. 
1955, TP S2 Box 17 2/125. 
88 "Nuclear Research surprise", Sydney Morning Herald, 29 Mar. 1954, pl; "'Surprise' at new nuclear study 
scheme", Sydney Morning Herald, 29 Mar. 1954, p4; J.P. Baxter, Sydney Morning Herald, 30 Mar. 1954, p2; D.M. 
Myers, Sydney Morning Herald, I Apr. 1954, p2; Ian McCloy, Sydney Morning Herald, 1 Apr. 1954, p2. 
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afford to 'create everything from scratch' here. Regardless, Messel and two colleagues 
went on an independent overseas research trip to determine the feasibility of reactor 
construction. On their return Roberts announced plans to build two low-powered 
reactors for research within the university. 89 The low-power reactors, Messel argued, 
would be 'complimentary' to the H.I.F.A.R. reactor then being built by the government. 
Messel (and others who supported the idea) primarily argued that the proper place for 
this sort of research was the universities. They disliked the A.A.E.C. 's secrecy and did 
not want it to monopolise training at the reactor. 90 The problem was cost. Messel may 
have convinced Roberts that the reactors were a good idea, but the £150,000 needed (on 
one occasion Messel dismissed this amount as 'not great') needed to come from the 
N.S.W. and federal governments. Unsurprisingly they declined.91 
In late August 1954 the Professors argued publicly over the issue at a symposium held 
by the University of Technology. Baxter presented a paper arguing that small low-
powered reactors, such as those used in American universities, were no use in training 
personnel. During question time Messel asked why Norway, Sweden, Belgium, France, 
Switzerland, Canada and Italy were all building these reactors. Baxter replied that the 
European countries had no access at this stage to the accumulated knowledge of the 
United States and Britain: 'They are staring at the beginning of a long and, I may say, 
completely hopeless road, laughed at by the experts in the big countries. It has become 
a fetish with these European countries. "Let's have a reactor to show the visitor."' (An 
obvious jibe at Messel's recent overseas research trip.) When Messel argued that 
Canada had advanced reactors, Baxter retorted: 'I think we should build a reactor very 
soon but not a low-powered toy reactor for use in the Universities. We want a real 
reactor from which we can study and learn'. When Baxter finished speaking Messel 
stormed out of the hall.92 
89 Beale's comments were made at the N.R.F. inaugural dinner, N.R.F., Inaugural proceedings, p65. For overseas 
trip see "Atom quest for Sydney professors", Sydney Morning Herald, 25 Aug. 1954, p3 & Editorial, The Nucleus, 
1 (2), Nov. 1954, p2. For reactors, "University plans reactors, training", The Nucleus, I (2), Nov. 1954, p3; 
"University nuclear division suggested", Sydney Morning Herald, 19 Nov. 1954, pl. 
90 "University plans reactors, training", The Nucleus, I (2), Nov. 1954, p3; "Government training retarded atomic 
development" The Nucleus, 1(2), Nov. 1954, p6; S.H. Roberts, "Nuclear training and research", The Nucleus, 1(4), 
Mar. 1955, pl; G.B.S. Falkiner, "Nuclear training- a government monopoly?", The Nucleus, 1(5), May 1955, ppl-2. 
91 "Messel forecasts new Sydney atomic discovery''., Sydney Morning Herald, 26 Aug. 1954, p4; "Nuclear grant 
refused", Sydney Morning Herald, 18 Jan. 1955, p5. 
92 "Atom men explode on small reactors", Sydney Morning Herald, 1 Sep. 1954, p8. Oliphant agreed with Baxter, 
saying that the number of experimental reactors in European countries and American universities was 'the craze 
among nations and even universities, to be in the fashion'. "Professors differ on atomic plant", Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2 Sep. 1954, p6. 
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Messel also publicly condemned the A.A.E.C. 's shortcomings. One on occasion he 
declared it 'stupid' that the A.A.E.C. sent Australian scientists overseas for training. On 
another he complained that their research seemed to be 'progressing in slow motion'. 
When the federal government announced its decision to build a nuclear reactor for 
research purposes, Messel berated it for acquiring 'another country's discarded and 
superceded equipment' .93 
Messel's antagonism towards the government's 'pet projects' also extended to the 
A.N.U. Shortly after his arrival in Sydney he declared: 'We are also faced with the fact 
that it is wrongly but widely held in many quarters in this country that research or 
higher learning should be carried out in a central institute or universities'. The 
government, he asserted, had 'written off the State universities by setting up an 
institute solely for postgraduate students. 94 
Messel also slighted the A.N.U. physicists' work. On many occasions he called 
Oliphant's favourite project- the proton accelerator- a waste of money.95 Physicists at 
several institutions felt that Messel's promotion of Sydney's achievements denigrated 
work done elsewhere. For example, other scientists understandably felt slighted by 
reported comments from Dr Blatt. 'We're really humming here,' he said in a newspaper 
interview. 'We've got that way now that we no longer compare ourselves with the other 
physics schools in Australia. We're in the first dozen, maybe the first half dozen in the 
world'.96 
On another occasion Oliphant objected to Messel's exaggeration of the benefits of using 
cosmic ray research. Oliphant issued a press statement saying that the results of the 
Sydney school's work might well 'cast into the shade any other group of physicists at 
work in Australia'. However, he pointed out with a touch of pique, physicists at the 
universities of Melbourne and Tasmania, and at the Commonwealth Observatory, had 
been studying cosmic radiation for many years, even if their efforts were 'puny' 
93 "Messel forecasts new Sydney atomic discovery", p4; "Atom power 'slow motion': scientist criticises 
commission", Sydney Morning Herald, 16 Mar. 1954, p3; "'Out-dated' atom plant for Sydney", Sydney Morning 
Herald, 11 Aug. 1954, p9. 
94 "Scientists for university", p2. Perhaps Messel felt, as a colleague later wrote, that he was challenging 'the 
conventional wisdom on the role for state universities'. In 1953, for example, P.M.S. Blackett had told Messel to 
leave the research to 'the British universities', while he could 'turn out the undergraduate students'. See McCaughan, 
"The era begins", p 13. 
95 Letter from Marc Oliphant to J. Robert Oppenheimer, 13 Apr. 1954, cited in Cockburn & Ellyard, Oliphant, p234; 
Mccaughan, "The era begins", p20. . 
96 "Electronic brain for university", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Jan. 1954, p5. 
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compared to what may be achieved in Sydney in the future. 97 Professional pride aside, 
Messel irritated scientists at Melbourne University by 'poaching' money from Victorian 
and Victorian-based national companies for the N.R.F., money that would aid research 
at Sydney's School of Physics. They felt that if these companies wanted to support 
scientific research they should support their own university.98 
Messel's publicity stunts also aggravated government officials. In July 1953 acting 
leader of the federal opposition, Arthur Calwell, told the press that Messel should 
concentrate on his own job. Politicians already had top scientists like Marc Oliphant 
and his team at A.N.U. to advise the government without unwanted and unsolicited 
advice from a 'newly arrived Canadian gentlemen' about the proper role of private 
enterprise. Policy matters, he adds: 
would be decided on the advice of the Commonwealth's atomic experts in Canberra, I 
hope and not on the advice of people who believe that their professional salary is paid 
them for the purpose of banding free enterprise together to speak with a common voice 
on atomic development. Business is for the businessmen. Professors should stay in 
their own domain. 99 
His irritation was not only caused by Messel stepping outside his professorial role. 
Although Messel later clarified that he did not want private enterprise to build and 
operate nuclear reactors - only raise money for research - his earlier statements seemed 
to indicate a disregard for the distinction between the roles of government and private 
industry. During 1954 the U.S. government revised its earlier position on atomic secrets 
and removed many obstacles to private industry owning and operating nuclear facilities. 
In Australia the government had clearly indicated that it would be solely responsible for 
any nuclear programme. 
Messel also publicly lambasted uranium prospectors. After a week long trip to the 
Northern Territory in August 1955 he complained that speculators ('arm chair explorers 
in Pitt street') and 'lazy prospectors' were retarding possible development. He 
suggested that the boom being talked about was only scratching the surface of 
possibility, sarcastically observing that almost every big find thus far had been located 
near a main road, or 'smack on the doorstep of a pub'. 100 One newspaper responded 
97 "Remarks on atom work criticised", Sydney Morning Herald, 5 May 1953, p5. Titterton also complained about the 
obvious leaning of the Sydney press. Letter, Ernest Titterton to Leslie Martin, 4 Nov. 1954, TP S2 Box 18 2/l 27(a). 
98 McCaughan, "The era begins", pl3. 
99 "Attack on Messel by Calwell", Sydney Morning Herald, 22 Jul. 1953, p5. 
100 "Messel blast at armchair atom work", Sun-Herald, 14 Aug. 1955, pl I. 
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that Messel neglected to mention that he was a director of a uranium company, Central 
Uranium, which had its headquarters on Pitt Street. 101 
Other media portrayals of Messel and the N .R.F. were unfavourable. Some raised 
questions about the percentage of royalties the Foundation included in the price of its 
science textbooks. In January 1954 papers publicised a £2,000 donation by the Sydney 
County Council and subsequent legal action by the N.S.W. taxpayer's association. 
Spokesman C.A.0. Sindel explained that they were not questioning the merit of the gift 
but believed that the Council had no right to use taxpayers funds for such a purpose. 
Messel responded furiously to the allegations, claiming the negative publicity had lost 
the Foundation £14,000 in other potential council donations. 102 
Messel, for his part, felt that after all its fundraising and publicity work, which provided 
impetus for nuclear research in Australia (including, he believed, for the A.A.E.C. itself) 
other interests 'totally excluded' the Foundation. 103 The media hinted at a personal snub 
when the Australian Academy of Science - of which Oliphant was the President -
refused Messel's membership nomination. Under the headline "Science 'silver tails' 
bar Sydney physicist" the Sunday Telegraph claimed that 'the Academy's action is 
expected to bring to a head simmering friction between Professor Messel and Professor 
Marcus Oliphant' .104 In a later letter to Frank Packer following the 1961 Bulletin 
article, Oliphant denied this claim, explaining that he himself proposed Messel for 
election but there were two competing nominations and only one membership 
avail.able. 105 
Physicists and other nuclear enthusiasts tried to capitalise on public interest in atomic 
energy, using it to promote their own work, the discipline of science and the need for 
nuclear power in Australia. These debates took place within a Cold War context, a 
milieu that influenced concerns about the proper use of Australia's resources, the 
101 "Candid Comment", Sun-Herald, 21 Aug. 1955, p34. The same journalist suggested that it was improper for 
Messel to be holding this position in the first place. 
102 "£2,000 grant by council for research", Sydney Morning Herald, 11 Jan. 1955, p4; "Legal move on £2,000 nuclear 
gift", Sydney Morning Herald, 12 Jan. 1954, p8; "'Messel is 'amazed' at nuclear gift storm", Sydney Morning 
Herald, 13 Jan. 1954, p 1; McCaughan, "The era begins", p52. 
103 Mccaughan, "The era begins'', p22. 
104 
"Science 'silver tails' bar Sydney physicist", Sunday Telegraph, 16 May 1954, p 1. 
105 "Messel left out ofnew academy", Sydney Morning Herald, 17 May 1954, p5; Letter, Oliphant to Frank Packer, 
28 Jan. 1961, cited in Cockburn, & Ellyard, Oliphant, p237. 
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number of scientists, and even the importance of the scientific endeavour itself. As a 
result we can see an odd juxtaposition of old and new: nuclear physics as the cutting 
edge of progress, described in language reminiscent of debates a century old. Perhaps 
just as curious, given that no power producing nuclear reactor was built, is the sense of 
urgency and excitement these conversations clearly convey . 
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CHAPTER FOUR: SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW: URANIUM 
STORIES 
'What shouts will fill the pages 
Of"Arguses" and "Ages'', 
What scientific cranium 
Won't feel a thrill of pride 
When the glad news is bruited 
Around us, undisputed, 
That picks have struck uranium 
On some far countryside!' 1 
Discussions about uranium, the 'glamour metal' of the Cold War, reveal many 
contradictions. Its dull lode bearing rocks were excavated by the grubby process of 
prospecting, mining and refining. But it is publicity about uranium which best reflects 
Australians' sense of excitement about the nuclear endeavour. Articles about uranium 
used a pioneering/exploring vocabulary to herald this thrilling adventure. At the same 
time the mining projects were seen as Australia's contribution to a technologically 
marvelous new era. They echoed the past, but epitomised the future. The undercurrent 
of concern with national security created tension between a sense of belonging and of 
exclusion: prospecting enthusiasts encouraged all Australians to participate in the 
'quest' for uranium, but at the same time the narratives show a preoccupation with 
gender, security, secrecy and privileged knowledge. The juxtaposition of 'new' and 
'old', meanwhile, allowed the exotic - uranium - to be made familiar. 
Archetypes of progress 
On several occasions journalists were invited to visit the uramum mines at Mary 
Kathleen, near Mount Isa in Queensland, Rum Jungle and its town Batchelor, in the 
Northern Territory and later El Sherana on the Alligator River, also in the Northern 
Territory.2 The stories they produced follow a standard pattern while echoing the 
rhetoric about race, progress and development produced by scientists and nuclear 
enthusiasts. The ubiquity of these ideas can be seen by their repetition elsewhere, such 
as in newsreels and educational films. 
1 "T. the R"., "Mineralogy", The Bulletin, 21 Jan. 1948, p 16. 
2 El Sherana, a combination of the names of one prospector's daughter, is also spelled 'El Sharana'. 
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Admiration is expressed for the pioneer's ability to conquer the 'rough' and 'rugged' 
landscape.3 In particular, visitors remark on the 'remoteness' of the mines - like all 
frontiers they are far from the comforts of civilisation. At Mary Kathleen, for example, 
one reporter was impressed by 'without doubt the longest milk run in the world', a 
distance of 825 miles.4 Rum Jungle had the best of both worlds. It was a great distance 
from other developments but prospectors also happened to make the find relatively 
close to the Stuart Highway, making it more accessible. 5 This rugged remoteness is 
more easily conveyed on film. One newsreel portraying a parliamentary visit to the 
Mount Painter mine begins eloquently with shots of the craggy Flinders Ranges. After 
the plane lands, the cars taking the visitors to the camp traverse rough country roads, 
throwing up clouds of dust. These archetypal images quickly convey the isolation of 
themine.6 
The uranium prospectors are described in a folkloric manner as 'sardonic' and 'nuggety' 
men who tell tall tales around the campfire. 7 The mining towns themselves are imbued 
with masculinity. In early reports authors express concern that they are too masculine. 
In 1952, for example, only one woman was living in Batchelor. 8 Although not 
explicitly stated, such concern suggested unease about unrestrained masculinity; 
perhaps lawlessness and inter-racial promiscuity. This problem was gradually 
overcome as wives, children and single woinen were enticed to the townships by 
improved facilities. 
Typically this female presence was ascribed a civilising, or morally improving, role. In 
Batchelor a reporter praised the opening of a branch of the Country Women's 
Association for laying 'the foundations of good citizenship' .9 On the same visit he 
discovered that one construction engineer was blessed with a 'charming wife', 'whose 
training and hobby ably fitted her to use a highly developed artistic taste in choosing 
3 See C.B. Simmins, "The miracle of Argylla", Queensland Government Mining Journal, 59(684), Oct. 1958, p677; 
George Farwell, "Mary K: model town in the spinifex'', Walkabout, 24(5), 1 May 1958, pl l; George Farwell, 
"Uranium on the Alligator'', Walkabout, 24(9), 1 Oct. 1958, p30. 
4 Farwell, "Mary K: model town in the spinifex'', pl4. On remoteness also see Simmins, "The miracle of Argylla", 
p677; "Uranium for the atomic age'', p9; Farwell, "Source of atomic power", pp8-9. 
5 "Uranium for the atomic age", pp66-7; Anon., "Rum Jungle Uranium project opened", Chemical Engineering and 
Mining Review, 47(1 ), Oct. 1954, p4. 
6 "Parliamentarians visit Mt. Painter Uranium mine'', Movietone news, 27 Jun. 194 7, 
episode title no 91227, National Film & Sound Archive. 
7 In particular see the accounts in Farwell, "Source of atomic power", ppl2-3 & Lee, "Australia's big uranium 
boom", p6. 
8 Nance Macmillan, "This is Rum Jungle", New Australasian Post, 10 Jul. 1952, p21; Farwell, "Uranium on the 
Alligator", p31. 
9 D.E. Burchill, "Rum Jungle uranium field: building the township of Batchelor", Walkabout, 21(1), 1 Jan. 1955, p33. 
111 
exterior and interior colour schemes for each individual house'. 10 To praise the 
beautifying of Mary Kathleen, Dame Pattie Menzies presented a trophy to the winner of 
a 'most attractive home garden' contest. 11 
In visitors' accounts these mining towns were the epitome of progress and they were 
ubiquitously referred to as 'model towns'. Batchelor's houses were 'dream homes' fine 
enough for aristocrats to inhabit. 12 Mary Kathleen, or 'Mary K' as it was known to the 
locals, is a 'beautiful township', a 'miracle of achievement' and a 'pleasant place to 
live'. It is unlike any other mining town in Australia (except one reporter admits 
perhaps for Batchelor). In Mary K the natural beauty of the area was maintained, trees 
were preserved, lawns were planted. In Mary K there is no dust. 13 Even Radium Hill 
'is fast developing into a self-contained civic centre' .14 
This impression also appears in the educational film "Let's visit Rum Jungle". Viewers 
are invited to come home with one ordinary worker called Bob. Bob is greeted in his 
front yard by his wife, Rosemary, and their baby. The camera pans over icons of 
suburbia - a shady garden and a hills hoist full of drying clothes, as the voiceover 
explains that these bungalows are 'as comfortable as living in a pleasant city suburb'. 
Bob is a 'keen gardener', the voice explains and 'his vegetables help Rosemary with the 
housekeeping'. On the mention of housekeeping the camera follows Rosemary into her 
fully equipped kitchen, with its modern appliances which allow her to be 'as efficient as 
a city housewife'. 15 
To demonstrate this modernity readers are given a catalogue of the town's amenities: 
lawns, footpaths, bright colour schemes on the houses, a swimming pool, outdoor 
theatre, a fire station and police station, a church, a hospital (with a dental department), 
a primary school, tennis courts, a sports oval, a canteen, a post office, a civic hall, a 
10 Burchill, "Building the township of Batchelor'', p30. 
11 "Prime minister officially opens Mary Kathleen", p694. For other 'civilising' comments see Ross Annabell, "Rum 
Jungle: they mine uranium in Aboriginal territory'', Exports of Australia, 8(6), Apr.-May, 1954, p 19 & Lee, 
"Australia's big uranium boom", p4. 
12 Annabell, "Rum Jungle'', p 19. 
13 Simmins, "The miracle of Argylla", p677-9; Farwell, "Mary K: model town in the spinifex", pl3; Anon., "Rio 
Tinto in Australia: development at Mary Kathleen", Chemical Engineering and Mining Review, 59(684), Nov. 1958, 
p36; Anon., "The Queensland Uranium Story", Queensland Chamber of Manufacturers Year Book, vol.14, 1960, 
f, 173. 
4 Bernard Cronin, "The ghost that was really a giant (Radium Hill, South Australia)", Walkabout, 23( 4), l Apr. 1957, 
fs45. 
5 "Let's visit Rum Jungle", 1956, Modern social studies, no. 21, Australian Instructional Films Pty. Ltd., produced 
by Jean & Lex Halliday in collaboration with the Victorian education department, National Film & Sound Archive. 
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Illustrations 17 & 18: Domestic bliss: Publicity photographs of cottages at Batchelor, Rum Jungle. 
(Walkabout, 1Jan.1955, p29; Chemical Engineering & Mining Review, 11Oct.1954, p5.) 
social club, a community store, a bowling green and, of course, a beer garden. 16 An 
Australian Colour Diary film made by the Department of the Interior highlights these 
comforts. Residents eat and drink at an outdoor cafe outside the community store, 
children play in the swimming pool and locals cheer on an Australian rules football 
game. 17 According to locals you can buy anything in Batchelor that you could buy in 
Sydney. Residents were even treated to an outdoor performance of the Mikado by the 
Darwin Amateur Musical Society, apparently a success despite the limitations of the 
temporary open air stage. 18 
These transformations were considered even more remarkable because they had 
happened quickly. At Mary Kathleen, building had been completed months ahead of 
schedule. Batchelor, one reporter joked, had shot up like a Woomera rocket. 19 
Tim Sherratt points out that the notion of progress epitomised by these towns has a new 
character: it is suburban. The heroes of this story of development are no longer the 
'rugged individual' farmers of the 19th century, thus reflecting that the scale of progress 
has changed significantly.20 While I agree that the catalogue of modernity offered is 
undeniably suburban, the phrasing of these accounts still harks back to the image of the 
pioneer and is still able to celebrate the heroic individual. Aerial shots of Mary 
Kathleen's residential area are reminiscent more of a military barracks than sprawling 
suburbia. The houses are pre-fabricated, constructed with identical sizes and shapes and 
look like they were placed a certain distance apart with military precision.21 
Most importantly the success of these new settlements demonstrated that Australia's 
empty spaces could be filled. At Mary Kathleen, one reporter exulted, 'What was 
virtually desert land, supporting no life at all, has been transformed into a garden suburb 
for 1,100 people'.22 Batchelor, another explains, 'is a heartening, visible expression of 
16 Simmins, "The miracle of Argylla", p677; Cronin, "The ghost that was really a giant", pp45-6; Burchill, "Building 
the township of Batchelor", p29; "Rum Jungle Uranium project opened", p6. 
17 "Mary Kathleen, the wonder uranium field", undated, in "Australian colour diary, no. 8", Australian Film Board, 
Dept. of the Interior, National Film & Sound Archive. 
18 Burchill, "Building the township of Batchelor", pp31&32. 
19 Simmins, "The miracle of Argylla", p677, Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", p4. Also see Annabell, "Rum 
Jungle", pl4; Baxter, "What atomic energy can do for Australia", p468 & T.A.G. Hungerford, "Australia's new 
atomic town", New Commonwealth, 18 Feb. 1957, pp 172-3. Despite their rapid development, several reporters noted 
that Rum Jungle felt permanent, not at all like a 'boom town'. See Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", p4 & 
Burchill, "Building the township of Batchelor", p29. 
20 Tim Sherratt, "Frontiers of the future - science and progress in 20th century Australia", unpublished seminar paper, 
~resented at the A.N.U., 2000. 
-
1 "Mary Kathleen, the wonder uranium field". 
22 Farwell, "Mary K: model town in the spinifex", p 13. 
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the social and economic advance that has been made in the Territory through the 
discovery of uranium' .23 At El Sherana miners were praised for having brought 'a 
touch of civilisation to this hot, arid, stony region' .24 A voiceover on the Department of 
Interior film explains: 
The construction work at Mary Kathleen is a tribute to the knowledge and skill of its 
designers. They and a small army of workers in all trades have brought a change to the 
lonely outback. An area of rugged country hitherto believed worthless is today 
potentially one of Australia's richest sources of minerals.25 
Authors also gave these achievements a racial stamp, citing the success of the mining 
industries and the new townships in inhospitable areas as proof that white settlers could 
survive in these regions. It was with a sense of grave symbolism that Ross Annabell 
notes: 'the first white child has already been born at Rum Jungle' .26 
Praise for these developments also implied that much more could be achieved given 
similar effort. At the opening of the Mary Kathleen mine Prime Minister Menzies 
declares: 
These are wonderful events. We have a great story, the story of development. It's a 
story that must go on. I hope nobody will become too settled about it and will say, 
"Well this is good, here we are, here we rest", because what is done here can be done in 
a score of other places - in a hundred places - so-be-it we have the will and the 
enthusiasm and stick fast to our belief in the enormous possibilities of our own 
country.27 
Atomic energy, uranium mining and the mining towns themselves were thus imbedded 
in a discourse of progress which insisted on constant movement forwards. This idea of 
rushing somewhere (towards the future, or towards wealth and adventure) is curiously 
juxtaposed on traditional static perceptions of the Australian desert. Roslynn Haynes 
writes of this perception: 'The vast undifferentiated spatial expanse associated with the 
central desert became, by ready analogy, a featureless tract of eternity in which nothing 
had changed or would change' .28 From this conception came phrases such as 'the 
timeless land'. The uranium boom allowed writers to posit that in a land where 'nothing 
changes' something was finally happening. White industriousness is seen as the 
catalyst for this action; which then contrasts sharply with indigenous 'primitive' 
stagnation. 
23 Burchill, "Building the township of Batchelor", p29. 
24 Farwell, "Uranium on the Alligator'', p29. 
25 "Mary Kathleen, the wonder uranium field". 
26 Annabell, "Rum Jungle'', ppl 9&17. Also see comments by Baxter, "What atomic energy can do for Australia", 
gi10. 
7 Quoted in "The Queensland Uranium Story", pl 73. 
28 Haynes, Seeking the Centre, p124. 
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Other visitors also made ritual pilgrimages to these sites of progress. These visits 
provided publicity for the endeavours, reinforcing a sense of their importance. The 
arrival of a dignitary caused great excitement for the towns' residents. In November 
1956 the Duke of Edinburgh visited Rum Jungle on his way to the Melbourne 
Olympics. The town was hurriedly stripped of all rubbish and extra efforts were made 
to beautify its dull areas, including the planting of pineapples around the powerhouse. 
Despite these efforts the Duke remained unimpressed, allegedly remarking on his return 
that Rum Jungle was 'nothing but a big open hole in the ground'. 29 
Despite attempts at pomp and circumstance some observers remember these visits for 
their comical bungles. When Menzies visited Rum Jungle to officially open the mine in 
September 1954 he called from the podium for prospector Jack White to come up to the 
stage. White did not appear, causing some to speculate that he had been snubbed by 
organisers. Later it was discovered that he had not checked his mail for several months 
and had missed the invitation. Author of the history of Rum Jungle, Douglas Barrie, 
relates another anecdote about the visit of Governor General William Slim in 1953. 
Through a bureaucratic oversight the watchman at the gate had not been informed of the 
visit. He greeted Slim by demanding, 'Name please?' The Governor General said: 
'Slim'. The watchman replied: 'Slim who?'30 
A feverish adventure: the quest for uranium 
In March 1954 George R. Lee writes: 
A fabulous bonanza in radioactive ore - uranium - has hit Australia's vast Northland 
like an atomic blast. There's so much feverish activity you can hardly hear the ticking 
of the Geiger counters.31 
According to H.B. Waldegrave: 'There is great activity in the vicinity of this find. 
Shafts are being sunk in a fever of excitement' .32 Writers used the phrase 'uranium 
fever' to describe different things: the interest shown by the media in uranium, 
speculation on the stock market (especially during 1954) and the number of prospectors 
looking for uranium. It appeared throughout the titles of articles, in 'blurbs' describing 
29 Douglas R. Barrie, The heart of Rum Jungle: the history of R~m Jungle and Batchelor in the Northern Territory of 
Australia. (Batchelor: Dominion Press, 1982), pp 193-4. 
30 Barrie, The heart of Rum Jungle, pl 93. 
31 Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", p 1. 
32 Waldegrave, "Mount Isa's Uranium fever", p41. 
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them and in the articles themselves. 33 Its ubiquity is such that modem scholars 
appropriate its wording seemingly unthinkingly. Leith Barter explains that the Northern 
Territory's uranium boom was 'characterized by feverish activity'. Geoffrey Blainey, in 
his history of Australian mining, writes that a 'speculative mania infected investors and 
the infection spread from oil to uranium shares'.34 Why were these metaphors so 
pervasive? And what is the effect of talking about uranium in this way? 
This type of phrasing suggests an organic quality. Similar wording appears throughout 
atomic discourses - in particular using the imagery of 'birth' and 'growth' (that the 
atomic bomb is 'born', mining towns are 'born' and 'grow', the uranium industry 
'grows' and so on).35 In the same way the rocks which contain uranium are portrayed 
as living entities.36 Rather than connoting illness the use of 'fever' then seems to imply 
vitality, growth and momentum. It hints at inevitability (through the naturalness of birth 
and development) and once again squarely places these developments into the discourse 
of progress. 
What is peculiar to uranium prospecting is the way this 'life' is detected. The use of 
geiger counters made tangible this invisible radiation. In May 1954 Ross Annabell 
writes: 'Down in the gaping costeans, we heard geiger counters ticking, saw the excited, 
erratic jumping of indicator needles, showing the presence of uranium ore in 
encouraging quantities' .37 Earlier George Farwell had written that 'the crackle of static 
through the headphones created a mood of suppressed excitement' .38 George Lee notes 
that the geiger counter, 'that symbol of the atomic age ... nearly went crazy'.39 Authors 
also imagined they could see this life in the landscape. Radioactive rocks were 
imagined to glow. One area near Mt Isa was even named 'Glowing Hills' .40 The 
unconscious use of organic metaphors is even more striking, especially when juxtaposed 
against the veneration of technology the geiger counter represented. 
33 For example "Uranium fever in Australia", p295; Waldegrave, "Mount Isa's Uranium fever", pp35-41. 
34 Leith Barter, "The 1950s Uranium boom in the Northern Territory", Journal of Northern Territory History, 2, 
1991, pl6; G.N. Blainey, The rush that never ended: a history of Australian mining (4th ed.). (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1993), p329. Italics added. 
35 See for example A.J. Keast," A mine is born", Queensland Government Mining Journal, 59(684) Oct. 1958, 
Pf681-90. 
3 On rocks being animate see Noel Saunders, "The hot rock in the cold war: uranium in the 1950s", in Ann Curthoys 
& John Merritt (eds.) Australia's First Cold War, 1945-1953. Vol. II: Better Dead than Red. (Sydney: Allen & 
Unwin, 1986), pp 159-60. 
37 Annabell, "Rum Jungle", pl 7. 
38 Farwell, "Source of atomic power", p 12. 
39 Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", pl. 
40 Waldegrave, "Mount Isa's Uranium fever", p4 I. 
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The use of 'fever', 'boom' and 'rush' also intimated parallels with the earlier gold 
rushes. Authors often described the prospectors and miners themselves in a folkloric 
manner. George Farwell describes being 'honoured with an invitation to sit over the old 
hands' fire' and listen to their 'old bush yams', the type that 'have been told over camp 
fires for generations'. He also lyrically describes the old hands themselves, 'sardonic, 
nuggety prospectors', good talkers whose tales are 'heavily salted with the wisdom and 
humour of the bush'. 41 
Some links to the mining past were quite explicit. In 1957 Bernard Cronin describes in 
Walkabout the 'rebirth' of Radium Hill in South Australia. He writes: 
Among the fast-vanishing links with the romance of Australia in the making, surely the 
most colourful and exciting are the ghost towns, camps, or other evidence of early 
adventures to be found scattered about in the holes and comers of the bush.42 
The new uranium plant had been built on the remains of the 'ghost town' left from 
earlier radium mining. In a way radiation itself could be seen as stimulating this new 
life. The radium from Radium Hill had been used in medical treatments. A short lived 
health sanatorium near Mount Painter in the 1920s called 'Paralana Hot Springs' had 
accentuated these life-giving properties.43 
Others wrote explicitly of the similarities between the interest in uranium and the gold 
rushes. Frank Clune explains: 
On the frontiers of the jungles and rugged ranges tough men are battling against nature, 
to win fabulous fortunes, as our forebears did in the gold rush days of a century ago. 
Uranium is the modern "Midas" mineral which lures the adventurous diggers of today, 
as gold lured their grandfathers.44 
Despite the fascination with novel technology - such as the use of scintillometers and 
geiger counters - uranium became subsumed within familiar Australian narratives.45 
41 Farwell, "Source of atomic power", ppl2-3. 
42 Cronin, "The ghost that was really a giant", p45. 
43 "National heroes not national villains", p156. For an analysis of this 'live giving' imagery see Weart, Nuclear 
Fear, pp41-3. 
44 Frank Clune, The Fortune Hunters: an atomic odyssey in Australia's wild west, (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 
I 957), p243. 
45 For examples of comments about scintillometers and geiger counters see Waldegrave, "Mount Isa's Uranium 
fever", p35-6; Farwell, "Source of atomic power", p 12; Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", p3; Annabell, "Rum 
Jungle", pp15-l 7. On fuel for the 'atomic age' see "Uranium for the atomic age", pp8-9, 65-9; Waldegrave, "Mount 
Isa's Uranium fever", p38, Farwell, "Source of atomic power", pp8-13; Anon., "This uranium", Adelaide Stock and 
Station Journal, 21May1952, p3; Raggatt, "Uranium in Australia", p21. 
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Writers could describe uramum prospecting as though it were 'a Boy's Own 
adventure'. 46 
This spirit of adventure is perhaps most apparent in books and articles written by Frank 
Clune and Ross Annabell.47 This notion of an outback adventure has its origins in the 
early narratives written by European explorers. The mythology they created deeply 
influenced later literature. Roslynn Haynes writes of adventure stories from the 1880s 
and 1990s in which the desert setting became 'almost obligatory'. In these stories the 
desert is a proving ground for colonial masculinity at a time when the centre of the 
Empire felt the need for invigoration.48 The adventurous 'quest' for uranium clearly 
echoes this heritage, with its emphasis on masculinity, a spiritual quest for renewal and 
the need to conquer the alien landscape. 
Unlike gold mining, uranium itself did not promise great wealth. In Australia the 
Commonwealth claimed ownership of all uranium. After 1953 earlier restrictions were 
lifted, enabling anyone to prospect for uranium provided that they sold the find to the 
Commonwealth. There were still limited financial inducements. In 1948 the 
government had established tax-free rewards for finds. This incentive scheme, which 
continued until 1961, provided a maximum reward of £25,000. The later changes also 
meant that private companies could claim mining leases and make profits through their 
sales to the Commonwealth. 
While some American publications for prospectors promised they could become 
'uraniumaires', on the whole the Australian material is less wealth-orientated. The 
majority of publications concerning prospecting did not place financial gain anywhere 
near the top of their list of inducements. 49 If the quest for uranium was not about 
wealth for the individual, what was being promised? A survey of the material suggests 
46 Cawte, Atomic Australia, p68. 
47 See for examples Ross Annabell, The Uranium Hunters. (London: Robert Hale & Co., 1971 ); Clune, The Fortune 
Hunters; Annabell, "Rum Jungle", p14-9. 
48 Haynes, Seeking the Centre, especially chapter 7, "Ripping yarns at the outpost of Empire: the desert as 
adventure", ppl29-40. 
49 This excitable material is found in Harry Kursh, How to prospect for uranium. (Greenwich, Conn: Fawcett Pub., 
1955), pS. Contrast this with Australian material, for example: S.A. Department of Mines. Handbook on prospecting 
in SA. (Adelaide: Government Printer, 1952); S.A. Department of Mines. Handbook on uranium prospecting in S.A. 
(Adelaide: Government Printer, 1954); Australian Atomic Energy Commission & the Department of National 
Development. Prospecting and mining/or uranium in Australia: notes for the guidance of prospectors. (Sydney: 
A.A.E.C., 1957). 
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contributing to defence and industry, adventure and in some cases even a spiritual 
quest. 50 One could argue that being involved in the search was an end in itself. 
Fundamental to the existence of such a quest are the stories written about it. There are 
many examples of this in the Australian press, particularly during the 'boom' year of 
1954. Among these stories are accounts of visits by journalists to uranium mines and 
mining towns.51 These writers are positioned by their own accounts as outsiders, 
visitors to the area and conduits of the experience to their urban read~rs. Relating their 
journey to the mines allows a miniature reenactment of the uranium quest, albeit one 
fraught with less expense, danger or discomfort. It also reinforces the mines' isolation 
as writers journey into the 'heartland' of the country. 
This travel writing, too, had a popular heritage from the first half of the century, from 
John Walter Gregory's The dead heart of Australia: a journey around Lake Eyre in the 
summer of 1901-1902 (1906) to Arthur Groom's I saw a strange land (1950). 52 These 
tales of a journey into the alien desert share common characteristics: a first hand 
narrative of obstacles overcome, dangers faced, encounters with the exotic and the 
meeting of 'colourful characters' along the way, all told with a tone of self-deprecating 
humour. 53 The uranium tales reflect all of these attributes. Some were even written by 
the same authors, such as Frank Clune and George Farwell. A ready made niche for 
these tales existed. The travel magazine Walkabout, for example, featured regular 
stories about uranium and nuclear testing throughout the 1950s. 54 
50 Other prospecting material canvassed includes: Anon., "Un:mium in Australia", Industrial and mining review, Aug. 
1952, p44 & Oct. 1952, pp36-8; Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", ppl-6; A.G. Palmer, "A guide to prospectors 
and speculators: the search for uranium", The Bulletin, 21 Jul. 1954, pp23&27; H.C. Dake, The uranium and 
fluorescent minerals: a handbook of uranium minerals and a field guide for uranium prospecting. 3rd ed. (Portland: 
Mineralogist Publishing Company, 1953); Alvin W. Knoerr & George P. Lutjen, Prospecting/or atomic minerals. 
(New York: McGraw Hill, 1955); Robert D. Nininger, Minerals for atomic energy: a guide to exploration for 
uranium, thorium and beryllium. (New York: D. van Nostrand, 1954); Kursh, How to prospect for uranium; Robert 
L. McManus, Gold and how to find it. Radioactive minerals, uranium detection, what to do and how to do it! 
(Glasgow, VA: Balcony Downs Pub. Co., 1950). 
51 See Farwell, "Source of atomic power", pp8-13; Farwell, "Uranium on the Alligator", pp29-31; Anon., "El Sharana 
- the richest uranium mine in the Northern Territory", North Australian Monthly, Feb. 1958, pp23-4; Annabell, "Rum 
Jungle", ppl4-J 9; Macmillan, "This is Rum Jungle'', pp20-21; K. May, "Radium Hill", Walkabout, 24(7), Jul. 1958, 
f:P 15-6. 
2 John Walter Gregory, The dead heart of Australia: a journey around Lake Eyre in the summer of 1901-1902, with 
some account of the Lake Eyre basin and the flowing wells of central Australia. (London: Murray, 1906), Arthur 
Groom, I saw a strange land. (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1950). Other good examples of this genre include: Ion 
L. Idriess, The great trek: one of the greatest feats in Australian exploration. (Sydney :Angus and Robertson, 1940), 
Charles Barrett, Up North :Australia above Capricorn. (Melbourne: Robertson & Mullens, 1942), George Farwell, 
Traveller's Tracks. (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1949), Ion L. ldriess, Across the Nullarbor: a modern 
argosy. (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1951 ), Ernestine Hill, The Territory. (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1951 ). 
53 Haynes, Seeking the Centre, pl47. 
54 In addition to those already cited, T. Tuckfield, "The Monte Bello islands", Walkabout, Aug. 1951, pp33-5; 
Charles H. Holmes, "Halfway round the world to test atomic weapons", Walkabout, Jul 1952, pp!0-5; Warren 
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Expecting to find the exhilarating world they themselves had helped to create many 
visitors were disappointed with the reality. Ross Annabell writes: 
Uranium ore - as we saw it - is unattractive looking stuff. We rushed at the huge piles 
of interesting looking reddish rock, but fell back disappointed when we were told it was 
only mullock - waste rock they throw out. We had passed ignorantly by a mountain of 
genuine uranium, valued at more than £1 million, without noticing it.55 
Faced with the defeat of his own expectations George Farwell agrees: 'To expect 
anything dramatic from a uranium mine is to invite disappointment; it is just a hole in 
the ground like any other'. 56 Uranium bearing rocks, it seems, were just rocks after all. 
In the prospecting texts this notion of adventure is reinforced by comparisons to other 
outdoor activities. Alvin Knoerr writes: 'Atomic mineral hunting can be fun. You can 
combine your search with hunting, fishing, mountain climbing, or other sports that take 
you away from the beaten path'. 57 Robert Nininger reminded his readers of the history 
and prestige of prospecting, an 'ancient and honourable art' .58 As with the descriptions 
of mining townships, the hardships involved - the distances, the rugged climate (so 
glamorous from a distance, when one was not actually amongst the heat and dust) - all 
seem to make the endeavour more worthwhile. Adversity, then, was an integral part of 
the adventure. 
This idea also clearly reflects the legacy of explorers' tales. The fame of expeditions 
depended not on their triumph but on the level of difficulty faced. The Australian 
landscape was cast as an adversary against which these explorers battled. In that 
peculiarly Australian manner then, the best remembered heroes are those who failed, 
such as Burke and Wills, and Leichhardt. 59 
Also important to the idea of the quest was the conviction that it was ongoing. Like the 
notion of progress itself there is no clearly imagined end point. Writers reinforced the 
impression that there was a bigger find around the bend waiting to be discovered. H.B. 
Denning, "Where the big bomb was exploded", Walkabout, Feb. 1954, pp 11-3; D. Lockwood, "The man who found 
Rum Jungle", Walkabout, Jul. 1957, ppl4-5. 
55 Annabell, "Rum Jungle", pl7. 
56 Farwell, "Source of atomic power", p 12. 
57 Knoerr & Lutjen, Prospecting for atomic minerals, p6. 
58 Nininger, Minerals for atomic energy, p 1. 
59 On this point see Haynes, Seeking the Centre, p44-7. 
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Waldegrave, for example, writes: 'Today the tenor of opinion is that there must be a big 
mother lode somewhere'.60 
From the early Europeans came a vocabulary of conquest in which the outsiders waged 
war against the harsh Australian terrain. These metaphors were also gendered, as 
Europeans saw the land itself as female. As Haynes argues, the Australian landscape 
'proved to be no passive, acquiescent "lady"'. In fact, with its erratic climate and 
irregular rainfall it could be seen more as a willful shrew - fickle, deceptive and cruel.61 
Those describing the uranium quest thus spoke unthinkingly within this lexicon of 
penetrating, conquering and subduing the landscape. Their language is militaristic and 
violent. The development of Australia is a 'struggle', they must 'battle' with 
intransigent forces of nature. Visitors to the uranium mines spoke of 'the uranium 
frontier' and the morale of men at the front. 62 Titles are themselves revealing of this 
trend. Ross Annabell called his book The Uranium Hunters, Frank Clune wrote of his 
prospecting syndicate who named themselves The Fortune Hunters. 
Clune's book (which had the full title The Fortune Hunters: An Atomic Odyssey in 
Australia's Wild West and Things Seen and Heard by the Way in a Jeep Jaunt) provides 
an ideal example of what I am suggesting about the uranium prospecting stories - that it 
is the quest itself and the retelling of it which is more important than its end point. 
Clune's book describes how he established a uranium syndicate, along with eleven 
othe;rs, then undertook a 3,000 mile journey with a geologist and a geiger counter on his 
quest for uranium. 
Clune makes several comments about the possibility of making their fortune. He jokes 
about buying 'water-frontage' and building a mansion in the town where he was born 
and only being interested in specimens that would 'make them a fortune'. 63 In the 
context of the story, however, these appear as side shows to the main point, which is 
telling us about his journey. Despite these asides about money and despite the physical 
lengths Clune goes to on his quest (the distances he travels, the money spent, the hard 
60 Waldegrave, "Mount Isa's Uranium fever", p36. 
61 Haynes, Seeking the Centre, p47-82. Also see J.B. Hirst, "The pioneer legend", in John Caroll (ed.) Intrnders in 
the bush: the Australian quest/or identity. (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1982), pp 14-37 & Eleanor Hodges, 
"The bushman legend", in Caroll, Intrnders in the bush, pp3- l 3. 
62 Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", p2; Farwell, "Uranium on the Alligator", p3 l. 
63 Clune, The Fortune Hunters, pp4 & 22-3. 
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terrain he crosses) it does not appear that he really cares much about either the uranium 
or the fortune that could be made from it. 
Clune is a traveler and a storyteller. He obviously revels in combining the two 
activities. Throughout his account he makes apparent asides: historical excursions (the 
establishment of Darwin and Alice Springs, white exploitation of Aboriginal 
Australians, stories about white explorers and so on) and the characters he meets, from 
the well known (Albert Namitjira, William Dobell) to the obscure (Bob Koska in 
Cooper Pedy, Victor Carrington in Alice Springs, Bob Buck and Allan Breadon in 
Renner's Rock, Jack Noble in Tennant Creek). On closer inspection these 'asides' 
actually take up most of the story. They are in fact not really diversions but a pattern of 
storytelling. 
This suspicion can be confirmed by examining how much space Clune actually devotes 
to uranium, ostensibly the purpose of his trip and book. The references to uranium, 
atomic energy, geiger counters, Rum Jungle, Batchelor, Radium Hill and El Sherana 
together total only thirty seven pages of the 250 page book (14.8%). Even at its 
conclusion, when Clune ruefully reveals that the samples he has collected are actually 
'worthless' thorium, I am not at all convinced that he is particularly disappointed. One 
senses that he is enjoying telling the anecdote. The point of the journey, it seems, is the 
journey itself and the recreation of it. 
The glamorous metal? 
Despite the rhetorical suggestions that prospecting is noble, exciting and even 
glamorous the reality was of course very different. It was grubby, dirty, sometimes 
lonely and a lot of hard work. How are these ideas reconciled in the texts? One method 
is through what I have called 'discovery stories'. Throughout the literature publicising 
uranium appear accounts of the various successful uranium 'finds'.64 They are 
interesting because of their repetition, folkloric tone and the obvious messages they are 
64 For a selection of these stories see for Rum Jungle: Annabell, "Rum Jungle", pl5; "Rum Jungle Uranium project 
opened", p6; "Uranium in Australia", p44; "Uranium for the atomic age", p66; Anon., "Uranium production in 
Australia", Anapress, 3(5), Dec. 1955, p7; Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", pp4-5; Lockwood, "The man who 
found Rum Jungle", ppl4-15; Bernard Ullman, "Australia's Rum Jungle", Australian Catholic Digest, 16(1), I Jan. 
1953, p2. For Queensland stories see Anon., "Some facts about Mary Kathleen and its development", Queensland 
Government Mining Journal, 59( 684 ), Oct. 1958, pp69 l-93; "The Queensland Uranium Story", p 169; Keast, "A 
mine is born'', pp684-5 & Waldegrave, "Mount Isa's Uranium fever", p35. 
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intended to convey to readers. They are also able to contain seemingly contradictory 
ideas about prospecting success and hardship. 
On one level these stories are fairly simplistic. They introduce the characters involved 
and describe in a fairly standardised way the events leading up to their finds. They also 
contain fairly blatant messages: a uranium find can result in a monetary reward, anyone 
can 'strike it lucky', perseverance pays off and so on. 65 Beyond this simple analysis 
there lies another level of complexity - their ability to contain and extol apparently 
contradictory themes without the contradiction seeming obvious. Significantly, this is 
not merely a matter of which version you are reading as these ideas appear within single 
stories. 
One good example is the role attributed to both hard work and fate/luck. Luck appears 
as a central motif throughout the stories. H.B. Waldegrave tells us that at Mt Isa four 
prospectors were looking for copper. 'Quite by chance they were carrying a Geiger 
counter'. They tested the radioactive rocks by chance too, 'because they were on the 
way and· for that reason only' .66 Ross Annabell explains that Jack White, who 
discovered the Rum Jungle prospect, 'was out kangaroo shooting when he stumbled 
across an old shaft, sunk by some mineral seeker long before atomic energy was heard 
of .67 George Lee writes more vividly: 'Back came the magic word - uranium! Lady 
Luck, with a beckoning gleam in her eye, had led White to the essential stuff. 68 
Similarly, hard work and perseverance are praised throughout. Norman McConachy, 
one of the men in the syndicate who located the Mary Kathleen find, intended to give up 
prospecting but was urged to continue by his wife. (The naming of the mine and town 
is thus given a tragic and personal emphasis, as Mary McConachy died two weeks 
before her husband's discovery.69) 
The Mary Kathleen discovery stories provide an excellent example of how these themes 
could easily - and harmoniously - be placed together. A syndicate of eight prospectors, 
65 For example, readers were reminded that Jack White received the maximum possible reward of £25,000. Annabell, 
"Rum Jungle", p15. · 
66 Waldegrave, "Mount Isa's Uranium fever", p35. 
67 Annabell, "Rum Jungle", p15. 
68 Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", p5. 
69 "Some facts about Mary Kathleen and its development", p692; Keast, "A mine is born", p684; "The Queensland 
Uranium Story", pl69. 
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who had been working in a copper prospect they thought might also contain uranium, 
discovered the Mary Kathleen deposit. After three months of hard work the actual 
discovery itself occurred while their truck was broken down in a creek bed. Norman 
McConachy jumped off the truck and turned on the geiger counter. (One version 
explains he had just 'left the truck', another that he had 'travelled back some distance 
along the creek'.)70 To his surprise it registered high background radiation readings. 
Within three sentences one account of this episode attributes the find to both 
perseverance and luck: 
The finding of the orebody was the result of three months' intensive prospecting. This 
syndicate had a theory that uranium was present in certain rock formations close to 
Cloncurry. In the course of one of the expeditions to prove this theory, they came upon 
the orebody almost by chance.71 
Another account noted that this 'stroke of luck' meant that the group claimed the find 
only one day before another team who were working the area methodically 
(re)discovered the same prospect.72 In this way the narratives are able to suggest that 
anyone could strike it rich while not needing to deny that prospecting involved hard 
work and perseverance. 
Another example of this intricacy is their commendation of team work while also 
singling out a central character - a heroic individual - for praise. One account of the 
Mary Kathleen find describes how at this time 'every second prospector or pseudo 
prospector was marching around Australia with a Geiger counter slung over his 
shoulder'. But it was the group who joined forces ('a coterie of prospectors who were 
made up of bushmen, boundary riders, taxi drivers, miners etc') who were rewarded 
with the discovery. 73 At the same time McConachy is singled out as an individual 
whose background is worthy of elaboration. We are told he had been 'battling to make 
a living' at cattle stations and mines. Many recount the tale of his wife's recent death. 74 
Perhaps the best example of the heroic individual in these stories is Jack White. 
Journalists provide different versions of his discovery. Most of the stories about Jack 
White explain that he used a Bureau of Mineral Resources pamphlet to identify the 
70 "The Queensland Uranium Story", pl69; "Some facts about Mary Kathleen and its development'', p691. 
71"The Queensland Uranium Story", p 169. 
72 Keast; "A mine is born", p684. 
73 Ibid. 
74 "Some facts about Mary Kathleen and its development", p692; Keast, "A mine is born", p684; "The Queensland 
Uranium Story", pl69. 
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uranium-bearing rocks he had found. They differ in explaining how he found these 
rocks. 
Ross Annabell claimed that White was kangaroo shooting when he found an old mining 
shaft and dropped down it to have a look inside. George Lee concurred, but his version 
added more colourfully: 'One morning, short of meat, he took his gun out to shoot a 
kangaroo. On the way through Rum Jungle, he stubbed a boot against a strange, 
greenish coloured chunk of rock'. 75 Bernard Ullman claimed that White was looking 
for mica deposits in the area when he 'picked up a pebble curiously barred with yellow, 
green and orange'. 76 Another writer noted more vaguely that White 'had for some time 
been aware of the existence of distinctive and unfamiliar minerals in this area'. 77 
On one level this indicates that these retellings are not necessarily 'correct' accounts. 
Reading them concurrently leads me to suggest further that their accuracy or otherwise 
is quite irrelevant. The points that they make about fate, luck, the individual, the 
importance of uranium and the worth of the quest are consistent. 
Without wanting to labour the point about excitable journalistic portrayals it is also 
necessary to briefly draw attention to an interesting phenomenon - the overuse of the 
exclamation mark. In some cases it seems possible to rank in piles of seriousness 
articles concerning uranium based on its placement thus - 'uranium!' Ross Annabell, 
for example, begins his article: 'Uranium! This explosive word might bring visions of 
explosive detonations, devastated cities, hush-hush and Hiroshima'. 78 
The exclamation mark connotes enthusiasm and frivolity. It is reminiscent of science 
fiction ('Invasion from outer space!') and tabloid sensationalism ('Man born with two 
heads!') It trivialises and invites the reader to subordinate the more serious implications 
(the detonations and devastated cities) to the sense of possibilities that have been 
attached to the word. It also tended to be used by excitable writers using the words 
'atomic energy!', 'mutation!' and 'radiation!' 
75 Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom", p5. 
76 Ullman, "Australia's Rum Jungle", p2. 
77 "Uranium production in Australia", p7. 
78 Annabell, "Rum Jungle", pl4. 
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Uranium and secrecy 
Uranium narratives contained much that was familiar. One new characteristic is the 
pervasiveness of the idea of secrecy. Secrecy appears throughout nuclear discourse at 
several different levels. 79 The energy released in an atomic reaction was conceptualised 
as hidden away inside the atom. It could only be released once scientists had probed 
into its mysteries and discovered what lay inside. Secondly, there is the secrecy of 
privileged knowledge - the belief that scientists could understand how this technology 
worked but the rest of the population could not. Thirdly, secrecy represented a 
postulated body of knowledge that should be kept from enemies. (This assumed that 
their scientists would not be able to uncover the answers for themselves.) This belief 
led to accusations that spies had given away secret knowledge to the Soviet Union and 
to the hounding of U.S. scientists - most famously J. Robert Oppenheimer - in the 
McCarthy period. 
This same impulse led to restricted access to information and to sites of presumed 
importance. Employees at the uranium mines were subject to background checks and 
carried security passes. Visitors wrote of the thrill of being allowed past the security at 
the gates. 80 A newsreel promoting uranium commented of a laboratory scene that 'most 
of the work done here is of course highly secret and can't be photographed' .81 
In most cases narratives are silent on whom this secret is being protected from. By this 
time Cold War enemies were clearly delineated. R.G. Casey spoke of an 'extremely 
dangerous communist core' trying to sabotage uranium mining. The Australian 
Communist Party did oppose selling Australian uranium to the U.S. for use in weapons 
but such protests were relatively modest.82 
79 Weart, Nuclear Fear, pp55-7, 104-5 & Chilton, "Nukespeak", pp99-100. 
8° Farwell, "Source of atomic power?", pp8-13; Lee, "Australia's big uranium boom'', p2; Annabell, "Rum Jungle", 
~14-9. 
1 
"Government aids Uranium seekers", Cinesound review, 8 Aug. 1952, episode title no. 72115, National Film & 
Sound Archive. 
82 Casey, quoted in Saunders, "Hot rock", p165. On C.P.A. protests see Jim Moss, "No uranium for U.S. A-bombs", 
Communist Review, no.124, Apr. 1952, pp\07-8 & R. Lockwood, "Minerals for U.S. hell bombs or for Australian 
progress", Communist Review, no.134, Feb. 1953, pp60-4. 
127 
Illustration 19: The very ordinary looking rocks prospectors named Glowing Hills. 
(Walkabout, 1Oct.1954, p38.) 
Illustration 20: A secret endeavour: The security signs which greeted visitors at Rum Jungle. 
(Annabell, The Uranium Hunters, p25.) 
Uranium and adventure stories 
Alice Cawte notes that writers described uranium prospecting as though it were 'a 
Boy's Own adventure'. 83 Unsurprisingly both the secrecy and excitement attached to 
nuclear energy and uranium made it an ideal subject matter for such adventure stories. 
The new technology, the strange mineral which powered it, observations about 
scientists, communists and rising Cold War tensions were easily incorporated along side 
the usual elements of these fictions. 84 
In Allan Aldous' Danger on the map (1947) young Bluey O'Dowd, along with historian 
Dr Taggart and Aboriginal stockman Johnny Jingo, foil the plans of an international 
gang who are attempting to steal uranium from Australia. One character outlines the 
new danger: 
Knowledge of atomic power practically means world domination for whoever holds that 
knowledge. It is safe with stable, conscientious and humane statesmen. But what if this 
power gets into the hands of power-lusting men?85 
In Bernard O'Reilly's Wild River (1949) the Dawson family have discovered uranium 
ore on their property. John Dawson's children - Buller, Mike and Jan - attempt to stop 
a ruthless gang from stealing the pitchblende. Again the uranium symbolises great 
danger. Wilkins, a family friend, explains to the children: 
A big pitchblende strike could mean fabulous riches, and men kill for less than that. 
But that is only part of it; the country which controls the bulk of the world's radioactive 
ore could control the world. See now what you might be up against. Men would fight 
and kill each other for it. 86 
Aldous returns to uranium in The Tendrills in Australia (1959), but also draws in the 
themes of science, progress and the development of Australia. 87 Donald Tendrill, young 
heir to the family's rural property in the Northern Territory, has his imagination stirred 
by achievements in nuclear physics and space travel. He has no interest in cattle and 
wants to become a scientist. This would mean leaving the farm for the city where he 
believes the future and adventure lie. After Donald holidays with a friend at the 
uranium town Mary Kathleen he learns how science can play a role in developing 
northern Australia. When pitchblende is discovered on the Tendrill's property, he 
83 Cawte, Atomic Australia, p68. 
84 On adventure stories, see Stella Lees & Pam Macintyre, The Oxford companion to children's literature 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1993), pl4. 
85 Allan Aldous, Danger on the map. (Melbourne: Cheshire, 1947), pl 99. 
86 Bernard O'Reilly, Wild river. (Sydney: Cassell, 1949), pp4-5. 
87 Allan Aldous, The Tendrills in Australia. (London: Chatto & Windus, 1959). 
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realises that he can pursue his dream at home and continue the pioneering tradition of 
his family in a new way. 
The role of science and the scientist also feature in George Finkel's The c!oudmaker 
(1965). Young scientist David Latimer is kidnapped by Russian communists. For most 
of the book readers do not see David, but his rescue by a group of adventurers - Group 
Captain Alan Metcalf ('Groupie'), Captain Henri Savage, and an Australian relative, 
Bluey Dawson. Only at the end of the novel when David is rescued do they ask what he 
was working on. He replies he was trying to find a material with the strength of metal 
but the insulating properties of porcelain. Groupie asks him whether the reverse would 
be true - the substance could have the heat resistant properties of ceramic but the 
ductility of metal. David says yes, but cannot understand who would want such a metal. 
For David the problem was a purely scientific one and he had not considered the 
possible uses of his invention. Groupie thinks to himself: 
This was not the first time he had found a blind spot in the mental vision of an 
otherwise brilliant research worker: the brain so full of the original vision that it can see 
no other point of view.88 
He patiently explains to David that his material would be of great value to nuclear 
engineers as lining for atomic furnaces, or as part of a fission drive for high speed 
rockets. Finkel's point about the consequences of abstract research - and his obvious 
allusion to the atomic scientists - is clear. 
. Other adventure novels draw more broadly on Cold War tensions to create the backdrop 
for their adventures. In Richard Graves' Tidinbilla Adventure (1951) a group of boys 
thwart the plans of a secret group called the 'Society of Peacemakers'. With the help of 
Australian communists this Russian society aims to disarm the rest of the world while 
Russia builds up its strength, thus allowing an 'easy bloodless victory' in the next world 
war.89 
George Finkel's The mystery of secret beach (1962) uses a less derivative but equally 
paranoid plot. Roger Ormston and his naval crew frustrate a scheme by local 
communists, under the leadership of their Chinese masters, to devaluate the Australian 
88 George Finkel, The cloudmaker. (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1965), p 159. 
89 Robert Graves, Tidinbilla adventure. (Sydney: Dymocks, 1951) 
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currency. Their aim was not world domination but, somewhat more obscurely, to 
discredit Australia's relations with its Asian neighbours.90 
Other Cold War heroes include John Gunn's Peter Kent, who appeared in six novels 
between 1955 and 1962, and Ivan Southall's Simon Black.91 Southall's Simon Black in 
Space (1952) was one of a legion of novels for boys about space travel in the 1950s. 
Many drew on the Woomera Rocket Range to give their stories an Australian flavour. 92 
Indigenous silences 
· Despite their physical presence in the areas into which the white miners were moving, 
Aboriginal Australian voices are silent in these narratives. Their invisibility can be 
'seen' in a number of ways -the idea of the land as empty, its indigenous inhabitants as 
ghosts or memories and the use of' Aboriginal language' for its novelty value. 
From their very first incursions into the alien landscape European settlers tended to 
emphasise its 'deadness'. This tradition is clearly reflected in writing about uranium. 
George Farwell writes in 1958: 
To drive west from Cloncurry, making for Mary Kathleen, is like the beginning of so 
many journeys in outback Australia. You appear to be travelling a road to nowhere, 
Signposts hardly exist; you pass no habitation; nothing moves. Nor is it any use 
unfolding a map, for the town is too new to find any mention on the empty spaces of 
north west Queensland.93 
To the European way of viewing the landscape it is blank. There are no maps as it has 
not been properly measured by cartographers and no signposts as it has not been 
properly marked out for those who will follow. Farwell can not see any permanent 
signs of human habitation and the landscape seems still, thus he concludes that there is 
no life to be seen. Only the European encroachment - the building of the new town 
which will eventually be included in its proper place on the map - gives meaning to the 
area. Such views also contain a strong undercurrent of disapproval that indigenous 
Australians have not done anything on or to the land; and that this failure somehow 
results from laziness, an 'improper' work ethic, or neglecting their responsibility to 
'leave their mark' on the landscape. 
90 George Finkel, The mystery of secret beach. (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1962) 
91 Lees & Macintyre, Oxford Companion, ppl6, SS, 197. 
92 See stories about space travel in Lees & Macintyre, Oxford Companion, p380. 
93 Farwell, "Mary K: model town in the spinifex", plO. 
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Europeans also tended to refer to the desert as timeless.94 Writers referred to the 
antiquity of the land, as when Farwell claims: 'This is a land almost as old as anything 
on earth. It has been virtually undisturbed for at least 300,000,000 years'. 95 The 
history of the uranium-bearing areas however, leaps over the intervening years and 
begins with the early white presence - especially early miners. While using imagery 
that harks back to this pioneering past, there is also a literal encounter with these 
ancestors, when the uranium explorers come across relics of these pioneers, such as 
'one or two abandoned shafts where gougers had once secured a living' .96 
In some cases the uranium mines brought the first European settlements to these areas. 
Farwell notes: 
Before uranium was discovered in the upper valley of the South Alligator River, back in 
1953, only a handful of white men had been through it; a few cattlemen, prospectors 
and Native Affairs officers on patrol.97 
Although the European endeavours were bringing 'civilisation' to the desert their 
influence was limited. Farwell writes ruefully that 'beyond the perimeter of El Sherana 
camp the world was still a primitive one' .98 
To further emphasise that these areas of land are empty the indigenous presence is only 
acknowledged (in the few cases when it is at all) as belonging to the past. In his article 
about Mary Kathleen Farwell emphasises the remoteness of the early Mt Isa mine by 
saying: 
Just how remote it was found emphasis in a discovery made by men clearing the site. 
They came upon 2, 700 artifacts left by the aborigines long years before; stones, adzes, 
scrapers and flint knives.99 
These are not evidence of existence but 'artifacts', souvemrs of something past. 
Another article describing the mine at El Sherana notes: 
At the base of some of the mountains, caves have been formed by the action of wind 
and sun and in these are to be found good examples of aboriginal rock paintings. These 
examples of native art are in a wonderfully preserved condition being protected against 
the ravages of time by the very position they occupy. 100 
94 Haynes, Seeking the Centre, p124. 
95 Farwell, "Mary K", ppl0-1. 
96 Farwell, "Mary K", p 11. 
97 Farwell, "Uranium on the Alligator", p29. 
98 Farwell, "Uranium on the Alligator", p29. 
99 Farwell, "Mary K", pl4. 
100 "El Sharana - the richest uranium mine in the Northern Territory", p23. 
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Here again these are only echoes of the past. The anonymous author comments that 
they should provide great interest to 'students of aboriginal lore' and to photographers, 
especially those using colour film (although in some places the photographer would 
have to lie on the floor to get good pictures.) He adds that one cave houses: 
a Burial Ground that has been used for many years before the white man ventured into 
that part of the country. Piles of bones and skulls are to be found in this cave and the 
burial path leading up to the mountain side can still be seen quite clearly. 101 
One curious aspect of the settlement at Batchelor was the use of Aboriginal words to 
beautify the town. A contemporary article talks about 'delightful sounding aboriginal 
names' used to mark the streets. 102 Gertrude Brown, the wife of a civil engineer 
working on the Rum Jungle project, apparently chose the names from a book in a 
Darwin library. Historian of the area Douglas Barrie notes that she does not know 
which book. Barrie provides 'Aboriginal translations' for the names but makes no 
comment on which language(s) they are derived from. 103 
For Australians uranium discoveries provided a means of participating in the nuclear 
adventure. The location of these finds in the 'outback' fed into existing discourses of 
Australian development. In a joining of old and new, uranium was discussed using a 
vocabulary rich in European metaphors about the Australian landscape. Although most 
prospectors made little money from the uranium boom the resulting narrative exudes 
promise for the treasures that lie at the end of the uranium quest. Despite its sense of 
newness and the progress it epitomised, there is much that is familiar in these 
discussions. Uranium, then, despite its supernatural aura, could be rhetorically 
contained within familiar understandings of the world. 
IOI Ibid. 
102 Burchill, "Building the township of Batchelor", p29. 
103 Barrie lists the spelling used in 1953, the 'correct spelling' and the 'closest Aboriginal translation' for these words. 
The names are Arwilla (Arilla, Aborigine), Kirra (Kirra, leaf), Mardango (Mardonga, green), Naranga (Narangga, 
people in York Peninsula region), Nurndina (Nurdina, clearing), Pinaroo (Pinaroo, old man), Tarkarri (Tarkarri, 
future), Turana (Turana, rainbow) Wondaree (Wandearah, big trees). He compiled this list using A.W. Reed, 
Aboriginal place names and their meanings. (Sydney: A.H. & A.W. Reed, 1967); A.W. Reed, Aboriginal words and 
place names. (Adelaide: Rigby, 1977); Harold Moore Cooper, Australian Aboriginal words and their meanings. 4th 
ed. (Adelaide: South Australian Museum, 1962); Sydney J. Endacott, Australian Aboriginal native words and their 
meanings. 4th ed. (Melbourne: Robertson & Mullens, 1944). 
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CHAPTER FIVE: SAFER THAN TROUSERS: THE NUCLEAR TESTING 
STORY 
'Swedish geneticists have recently suggested that the wearing of European style dress leads to between 
one hWldred and one thousand times more genetic damage in man than in all weapons tests to date'. 1 
In cinemas in late 1956 and 1957 Australian audiences witnessed the phenomenal power 
of the British atomic explosions. As the familiar mushroom cloud billowed outwards 
the roar of the explosion reverberated through the cinema speakers. A calm voiceover 
explained that these tests indicate man's success in controlling this power. Here, then, 
is the core of the official portrayal of the British atomic tests: the atomic explosion as 
spectacle; recognition of the fear it engendered; and the assurance that scientists could 
control it. 
The British nuclear testing programme in Australia between 1952 and 1963 provided 
Australians with their first local contact with nuclear technology. Public interest and 
press coverage remained high throughout the testing programme, as initial enthusiasm 
gave way to growing unease and increasing vocal opposition towards the end of the 
decade. Popular portrayals of the tests depict both scientists and government officials 
concealing information from a na!ve public. 2 Heather Goodall writes of a 'form of state 
organised forgetting' which surrounded the tests.3 I would suggest that examining how 
this persuasion took place allows the government's rhetoric to be seen in the wider 
context of other attempts to normalise, contain and domesticate atomic technology. It 
also allows us to examine the journalists' agency in pursuing the testing story, the 
recourse to familiar metaphors, the contradictory nature of visual portrayals, and the 
gendered nature of nuclear narratives. 
Press agency 
The report of the 1985 Royal Commission into British Nuclear Testing provides a good 
starting point for examining relations between the test authorities and the press. Of the 
1 Ernest Titterton, "Extract from article in the Sydney Morning Hera/cf', 3 Apr. 1958, Titterton Papers [TP] S4 Box 
22 4/67. 
2 See for example A.S. Tame & F.P.J. Robotham, Maralinga: British A-bomb, Australian legacy. (Sydney: Fontana, 
1982); Joan Smith, Clouds of Deceit: the deadly legacy of Britain's bomb tests. (London: Faber, 1985); R. Milliken, 
No Conceivable Injury: the story of Britain's and Australia's atomic cover-up. (Ringwood, Vic: Penguin, 1986). 
3 Heather Goodall, "Colonialism and Catastrophe: contested remembrance of measles and bombs in a Pitjantjara 
Community," in Paula Hamilton and Kate Darian Smith (eds.) Memory and History in Twentieth Century Australia. 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp55-76. 
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first test at Monte Bello in October 1952, the report comments: 'There was virtually 
complete government control of the Australian media reporting of the Hurricane test 
and the lead-up to it, thus ensuring that the Australian news media reported only what 
the U.K. government wished'. 4 This meant: 
There was no opportunity for the Australian public to have an understanding of the 
nature of the Hurricane test and so make any critical analysis of the conduct of it. This 
was to be a recurrent theme throughout the entire weapons testing program. 5 
For the later tests, information was limited to 'generalised assurances on safety. Only 
when things appeared to be going wrong was more information provided'. The 
government made efforts to allay public concern 'when it became apparent that the 
majority of the people were opposed to the continuation of the tests'.6 The Commission 
also concluded that the appearance of safety seemed more important than actually 
ensuring it. 
Certainly the British government preferred to tell the press as little as possible. 
Authorities issued D-notices to the media (forbidding publication of articles on the 
topic) in both countries about aspects of the tests, such as the exact locations and the 
yield of the weapons. But the relationship between the government and the media was 
more complex than the Royal Commission report implies. The media pressured 
Australian government departments for information, and in tum, the testing authorities 
used the press when it suited them. Further, this relationship changed over the course of 
the tests. 
Given the amount of popular interest in the tests it is unsurprising that members of the 
press were unwilling to wait for information to be handed to them. Despite repeated 
refusals individual reporters and press agencies continued to request information about 
the trials. In some cases they asked to watch them. 7 Film agencies offered the services 
of their cameramen and requested access to film footage for commercial release. 
Photographers and photographic agencies repeatedly asked about the release of official 
photos.8 Similar requests came from foreign joumalists.9 This pressure grew 
4 Australian Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests in Australia. Report of the Royal Commission into British 
Nuclear Tests in Australia: conclusions and recommendations. (Canberra: Australian Publishing Service, 1985), p7. 
5 Australian Royal Commission, Report, conclusions and recommendations, p7. 
6 Conclusions 24 & 30, Australian Royal Commission, Report, conclusions and recommendations, p9. 
7 "List of questions from press", cited in F.A. O'Connor, Secretary Department of Supply to Secretary Prime 
Minister's Department, 1 Dec. 1955, NAA A6456/3 R065/057. 
8 Ken Hall, Managing Editor, Cinesound Productions, to Prime Minister, 4 Apr. 1952, J.E.S. Stevens to Secretary, 
Prime Minister's Department, 30 Apr. 1952, & F.J. McKenna, Acting Secretary Prime Minister's Department, to 
Hall; 15 May 1952, NAA A6456/3 R087/064; Victor F. Dodds, Yaffa Syndicate, News, News Photo and Newspaper 
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throughout the decade. Initially, officials limited press releases to brief announcements 
before hand and banal statements of success afterwards. As public interest in - and 
opposition to - the trials grew, it became impossible for the authorities to say so little. 
This media pressure resulted in authorities allowing members of the press to visit the 
test sites from 1953 onwards. During the first Monte Bello islands test in 1952 reporters 
camped on the mainland, unsure exactly when the firing would take place. 10 In 1953, 
however, a party of eighteen press and radio representatives were able to witness one of 
the trials at Emu Fields. 11 In 1956 authorities organised two press trips. Fifteen 
journalists boarded a navy vessel to witness the Monte Bello trial in May, and twenty 
two travelled to the Maralinga site in August. 12 
From the authorities' point of view this media pressure was far from negligible. The 
author of one Department of Supply memo believed that press criticism was directly 
responsible for decreasing public support. 13 In some cases pressure from the media 
resulted in the release of information that test authorities had not intended to make 
public, or to make public yet. In April 1952 several papers correctly speculated that 
Monte Bello would be the location of the test. A memo for the Prime Minister 
comments that this speculation, combined with increasing military activity in Western 
Australia, 'makes it impossible to disguise the location any longer' .14 Occasionally 
news reports in the U.K. prompted the local release of information. In June 1957 
members of the press approached Minister for Supply Howard Beale after Chapman 
Pinqher, a British journalist, printed a detailed story about upcoming tests. Beale felt 
that the story came from a reliable source in the U.K. In exasperation at the apparent 
leak, he stated that saw no reason not to give the Australian press the details too. 15 
Features Service, Sydney, to E.L. Cook, Department of Supply, 27 Sep. 1955, Victor Dodds to E.L. Cook, 7 Feb. 
1956, & Victor Dodds to E.L. Cook, 16 Mar. 1955, NAA A6456/3 R087/017. 
9 Jan D. Rempt to John O'Sullivan, Government Public Relations Officer, 29 Feb. 1956; A.S. Brown, Secretary 
Prime Minister's Office, to Jan Rempt, 2 Mar. 1956; Koji Nakamuru, Mainichi Newspapers Japan, to O'Connor, 
Secretary, Department of Supply, 16 Apr. 1956 & O'Connor to Nakamuru, undated, NAA A6456/3 R087/017. 
10 R.R. McCartney, Melbourne Herald to Beale, 15 Dec. 1955, NAA A6456/3 R087/017. Also see "Pressmen's long 
watch on Monte Bello", Age, 4 Oct. 1952, p2. 
11 Letter Press Representatives to Beale, 15 Oct. 1953, NAA A6456/3 R087 /002; Beale Press Statement, Oct. 1953, 
NAA A6456/3 R058/004. 
12 "List of press priorities'', NAA A6456/3 R0047/011; F.A. O'Connor, Secretary, Department of Supply to Menzies, 
2 Mar. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/017. 
13 "Press reaction to atomic trials", NAA A6456/3 R047/0l l. 
14 Memo, A.O. McKnight, Prime Minister's Department, 28 Apr. 1952, NAA A6456/3 R124/020. 
15 "Note for file no. 57/4472", 14 Jun. 1957, NAA Al209/23 1957/4469. 
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On several occasions the test authorities used the press when they required favourable 
publicity. During organised visits of press representatives to the testing sites, for 
example, the Department of Supply attended carefully to the journalists' needs, 
particularly about transmitting their copy. Correspondence between those organising 
the visit expresses irritation at the department's anxiousness to assist the media. 16 
These behind-the-scenes arguments about press involvement also remind us that the 
'testing authorities' sometimes had different priorities. In 1956, for example, Australian 
Navy officials sought permission to publicise their role in the upcoming tests at Monte 
Bello, claiming it would help them attract new recruits. Neither the Departments of 
Supply or Defence objected for security reasons. However, Brigadier Chilton from the 
Defence Department suggested that encouraging media interest now 'would create 
difficulties later on when we would want to chase off the press'. 17 The U .K. High 
Commissioner agreed, adding that as they were only prepared to release a limited 
amount of information, these snippets had to be 'carefully phased so that there can be a 
progressive supply of information over the coming months'. 18 Despite the U.K. 
Commission's reluctance and Supply's belief the recruitment argument was 'a weak 
one', they allowed a party of journalists to accompany the Navy during the test 
preparations. Australian newsreels subsequently highlighted the Navy's participation. 19 
Rather than always resorting to direct censorship, there were occasions when officials 
deliberately set out to mislead the media. One good example is the publicity for the 
'Totem' trial at Emu Fields in 1953. Originally a D-notice prevented media speculation 
about the test location. A Department of Supply memo notes that the staff at Woomera 
were very 'security conscious', but the circle of people involved was widening as the 
trial date approached. It seemed only a matter of time before a leak occurred. To offset 
this danger the department encouraged the press to speculate in the wrong direction. 
Deliberately allowing Monte Bello to remain a restricted area longer than necessary 
16 See Herington, Maralinga to Cook, Department of Supply, Melbourne, 11 Sep. 1956 & Cook, Department of 
Supply, Melbourne to Rear, Maralinga, 10 Sep. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R047/0l 1. 
17 K.H. Herde, Prime Minister's Department, note for file, 23 Sep. 1955 & K.M. Herde to Menzies, 4 Oct. 1955, 
NAA A6456/3 R087/017. 
18 G.W. Tory, Acting High Commissioner ofU.K. to K.H. Herde, Prime Minister's Department, 29 Sep. 1955, NAA 
A6456/3 R087/0l 7. 
19 A.S. Brown, Prime Minister's Department, to G.W. Tory, Acting High Commissioner of U.K., 10 Oct. 1955, NAA 
A6456/3 R087/0l 7. For the Navy's role in the newsreels, see" 'Narvik' in Freemantle'', Movietone news, 1956, 
segment title no. 123173, National Film & Sound Archive, "Atom blasts: Operation Buffalo", Cinesound review, 
1956, segment title no. 84909, National Film & Sound Archive & "Operation Buffalo", Movietone news, 25 Feb. 
1957, episode title no. 123044, National Film & Sound Archive. 
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suggested the next tests would be held there too. 20 To obscure the activities occurring at 
the Emu Field site the U.K. Ministry of Supply suggested a series of leaks, each to· be 
released at a pre-arranged time. The first would publicise the extension of the rocket 
range. The second would claim that the military was testing advanced guided weapons. 
The third would hint that these weapons would be a kind of pilotless bomber. A final 
leak would explain that the military needed to construct towers for radio guidance of the 
weapon.21 This willingness to provide the press with misleading information hints at an 
awareness that if journalists continued to speculate they would occasionally hit upon the 
truth. It also shows an understanding of public curiosity about the trials, and an 
appreciation that press interest would continue for some time. 
These behind-the-scenes discussions also suggest reasons why testing authorities did not 
want the press to be involved. These reasons went beyond the Royal Commission's 
suggestion of unwillingness to involve the public in decision making. The author of one 
memo discussing press attendance notes that the U.S. had made no provisions for press 
observers at any tests since the media spectacle of the Bikini tests in 1946, 'at which the 
attendance of the press is now regretted'. 22 Censorship also presented practical 
problems. Any text and photos would need examining. As resources for censorship 
were scarce, this would cause delays, provoking the ire of journalists and reducing 'the 
value of the publicity obtained'. The author also feared that press expectations might be 
too high. He writes: 'Success cannot be guaranteed and failure in public, even if 
temporary, would be damaging' .23 
One of the most interesting aspects of the role of the press is what it reveals about the 
Australian-British relationship. Despite rhetoric about cooperation, these were still 
British tests, and occasionally tensions occurred over who had the authority to speak 
about the trials. One source of U.K.-Australian tension came from the U.K. policy of 
saying as little as possible. On several occasions the U.K. Ministry of Supply 
complained about Australian willingness to make commitments to the press.24 The 
20 J.S. Stevens, Ministry of Supply, to A.D. McKnight, Prime Minister's Department, 13 Feb. 1953, NAA A6456/3 
R065/004. 
21 J.S. Stevens, Ministry of Supply, to A.S. Brown, Prime Minister's Department, 23 Mar. 1953, NAA A6456/3 
R065/004. 
22 Memo, A.D. McKnight, Prime Minister's Department, 28 Apr. 1952, NAA A6456/3 Rl24/020. On Bikini 
~ublicity, see Boyer, By the bomb's early light, chapter 8, "The mixed message of Bikini", pp82-92. 
-
3 A fear that lingered throughout the testing programme. See F.A. O'Connor, Secretary, Department of Supply, to 
Australian Press Associations, 2 May 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/017. 
24 See telegram, Witheridge to Wheeler, 2 Mar. 1956, & telegram, Selwyn Lloyd, U .K. Minister of Supply to 
Wheeler, IO Apr. 1956, NAA6456/3 R087/017. 
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Australians, however, found themselves on the rece1vmg end of press, public and 
parliamentary pressure for more information. An indication of how removed from this 
pressure the U.K. testing authorities were came in 1957 (a year of vocal public 
opposition to the tests) when the U.K.'s Chief Information Officer for the Ministry of 
Supply, Ivor Jehu, told Australian Supply officials that the U.K. wanted its future 
Maralinga tests to be regarded 'as routine testing operations'. Jehu recommended 
confining publicity to a minimum and a return to reliance on simple joint 
announcements. 25 
Another issue of contention was where to release information from. The Australians 
favoured joint announcement, arranged and coordinated before hand. Within Australia 
they wanted all pronouncements to come from a single authoritative source (from the 
Minister for Supply). At one stage in 1956 the U.K. High Commission disagreed, 
claiming instead that Australians could release information about the construction of the 
Maralinga range. Anything else should come from the U.K. itself 'since it is an entirely 
United Kingdom project'.26 
In 1953 Beale complained about inaccurate press speculation 'emanating from London' 
that was 'misleading the Australian people'. (At that stage Beale was denying that the 
tests scheduled for later in the year would be atomic tests. )27 A similar situation arose 
two years later when Beale found himself denying U.K. news reports that scientists 
planned to test a hydrogen bomb in Australia.28 Beale complained to the U.K. Ministry 
of Supply about one journalist in particular, Chapman Pincher, 'who seems to have 
some very reliable sources of information'. This type of leaking, he adds, put his 
department in 'an intolerable position', as they are accused by the press in particular of 
'not knowing our own business, of being evasive and untruthful and so forth'. 29 Beale 
also lodged a complaint with the U.K. High Commissioner, stating that Pincher's 
articles embarrassed the Australian government. Australian officials were trying to 
25 F.A. O'Connor to Beale, Department of Supply Minute of Conversation between Ivor Jehu, Dr. Wheeler, Cook and 
O'Connor re publicity for Operation Antler, 6 Jun. 1957, NAA A6456/3 R087 /090. 
26 See Selwyn Lloyd, U.K. Minister of Supply to Black, 3 Feb. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/017, F.A. O'Connor, 
Secretary Department of Supply, to Secretary, Prime Minister's Department, I Dec. 1955, A.G.R. Rouse to Secretary, 
Prime Minister's Department, 4 Jan. 1956, & E.J. Bunting, Prime Minister's Department to G.W. Tory, 1 Feb. 1956, 
NAA A6456/3 R065/057. 
27 Beale, press statement, 16 Mar. 1953, NAA A6456/3 R058/001. 
28 Beale, press statement, 18 Feb. 1955 & Beale, press statement, 23 Feb. 1955, NAA A6456/3 R058/002. 
29 Beale to Selwyn Lloyd, U.K. Minister of Supply, 2 Mar. 1955, NAA A6456/3 R087/080. 
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keep their own public statements within the agreed limits, but such articles generated 
more questions that they could not answer. 30 
Critics of the British tests - then and now - have been quick to point to Menzies' 
Imperial loyalties and Australia's subservient position. During the Royal Commission, 
for example, Justice McClelland called Menzies 'a lickspittle of the British' .31 At this 
time, however, national and Imperial loyalties were still interchangeable. From an 
Australian perspective, it is difficult to draw a line differentiating 'British' from 
'Australian' interests. In the rhetoric of Commonwealth co-operation accompanying the 
tests (the earlier more so than the later trials) there was an understanding that the tests 
contributed equally to Australian and British defence. In 1953 Beale said he was sure 
that 'all Australians are proud that this country is participating so actively in these 
vitally important tests' .32 Press releases praised Australia's achievements in preparing 
facilities for the trials. At the same time, workers at the testing site were holding their 
own coronation parade to celebrate the crowning of the Empire's new monarch.33 
The government's rhetoric also contained strains of nationalism, as they gave these 
futuristic endeavours both a sense of national history and destiny. Beale introduced the 
tests by referring to Australian progress in uranium mining, observing: 'Australia has 
been writing its own history very fast these last two or three years and fastest of all in 
the field of atomic energy'. 34 As with the uranium discourses, this rhetoric implied that 
Australia had no history before European colonisation. Elsewhere Beale intimated that 
these trials - epitomising scientific progress - had their origins in Australia's pioneering 
past. When describing the surveyors' arrival at Maralinga, Beale mentioned explorer 
William Henry Tietkens, who sank a well near Ooldea (close to where the Maralinga 
town now stood) saying: 'At Maralinga his timbered well still stands as a mark of his 
courage, the site of his lonely camp may also be seen plainly' .35 Such descriptions 
suggest that without the pioneering efforts of these forebears, who struggled inland into 
Australia's unknown spaces, today's progress could not take place. 
30 Note for file, E.J. Bunting, Prime Minister's Department, 13 Nov. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R065/057. 
31 Quoted in Nicholas Kanarev, "The nuclear dreamtime: why Australia was Britain's strategic weapons test 
laboratory, 1947-1963", M.A. Thesis, Deakin University, 1992, p5. 
32 Statement by Beale, 20B newsroom broadcast, Macquarie, Sydney, 27 Oct. 1953, NAA A6456/3 R058/004. 
33 "Atomic test base workers held coronation parade", undated press release, NAA A6456/3 R058/004; Statement by 
Beale, "Preparation for the Australian atomic test", Oct. 1953, NAA A6456/3 R058/004. 
34 Statement by Beale, 20B newsroom broadcast, Macquarie, Sydney, 27 Oct. 1953, NAA A6456/3 R058/004. 
35 "An Introduction to Maralinga", NAA 6456/3 R087/091. 
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In publicity for the tests these 'wide open spaces' became Australia's main contribution, 
while the British flew in experts to oversee the trials conducted within them. The 
Australian media enthusiastically showcased trial chief Sir William Penney, but seemed 
little interested in the contributions of Australian scientists. Even Ernest Titterton, the 
most visible of the 'Australian' scientists, embodies these conflicting loyalties, having 
only recently arrived from Britain himself. 
Safety and security: the campaign to reassure the public 
Public opinion polls show that by 1956 a majority of Australians did not wish the 
British testing programme to continue. In March 48% opposed the tests at Monte Bello, 
while 43% were in favour. A December poll showed 38% in favour of continued 
testing in central Australia with 4 7% opposed. The December poll also compared these 
results to those from the past five years, concluding that opinion had 'swung against 
atomic explosions on this continent'.36 The 1985 Royal Commission report confirms 
this finding, noting that the Cabinet decision to proceed with the 1956 Maralinga trials 
'was taken in an atmosphere of public opposition to the test programme in Australia' .37 
Against this uneasy background of public distaste and an increasingly hostile press 
scientists performed two major series of tests: 'Operation Mosaic' at the Monte Bello 
islands in May-June and 'Operation Buffalo' at Maralinga in September-October. The 
second explosion at Monte Bello on the 19th June caused some radioactive material to 
drift over the mainland, with the maximum fallout occurring at Port Hedland, Broome 
and Nunkanbah. The press reported that the main radioactive cloud had blown inland. 
The public reacted with alarm. A miner at Marble Bar measured rainfall at the time of 
the explosion with his geiger counter and claimed that the needle jolted off the scale. 
These reports appeared in the press but the Australian government downplayed them. 38 
Heavy rain in Queensland three days later fueled this fear of fallout, with some reports 
claiming that radioactivity had been measured in the Townsville region. In reality the 
mud and water measured from reservoirs in the region by the Safety Committee gave no 
radioactivity above background levels.39 However, the number of emotive letters 
36 Australian Gallup Poll, no. 1224, Dec. 1956; Australian Gallup Poll, no. 1163, Mar. 1956. 
37 Australian Royal Commission, Report, vol. 2, p493. 
38 Australian Royal Commission, Report, vol. I, p254. 
39 Australian Royal Commission, Report, vol. I, p256. 
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received by the Prime Minister and Department of Supply complaining about this 
incident suggests substantial public concem.40 
Acting Prime Minister Fadden and Minister for Supply Howard Beale's bland 
statements of reassurance did little to calm these fears. 41 In the light of U.K. plans for 
establishing a permanent proving ground at Maralinga, the British and Australian 
authorities worried that public opposition could bring the testing programme to an end. 
Both agreed that they needed a more organised campaign of public reassurance. 
Before I discuss this campaign, it is instructive to take a moment to review a document 
prepared by the Department of Supply in 1956 called "Press reaction to atomic trials".42 
Most importantly, this memo reflects an awareness of growing public concern and press 
antagonism about the tests. It began by discussing the generally favourable press the 
tests had received in 1952 and 1953, then reviewed press attitudes over the past four 
years. The memo is particularly interesting in its assessment of why public opposition 
to the tests had been growing. 
One reason the author cites is the Fukuryu Maru incident. In March 1954 the United 
States exploded a hydrogen bomb at Bikini Atoll. The Japanese fishing trawler the 
Fukuryu Maru (the Lucky Dragon) was 100 miles from the atoll, and the explosion 
showered the ship with radioactive ash. One crew member died and all suffered from 
degrees of radiation poisoning. The incident raised public awareness of fallout across 
the world and catalysed a strong anti-nuclear movement in Japan. Many Australians 
found it difficult to differentiate between the radioactive material released by the much 
larger hydrogen bomb explosions and the 'normal' atomic weapons that the British were 
testing. Early in 1954 the press in Australia began to speculate about British hydrogen 
bomb tests. The memo notes: 'These stories were repeated so often that they were 
40 Letters specifically citing radioactivity in Queensland: Matzkows, telegram, 23 Jun. 1956, F. Purse, Building 
Workers Industrial Union of Australia, 26 Jun. 1956, Angus J. Smith, Mayor ofTownsville, 26 Jun. 1956, E. 
Clayson, Townsville Peace Group, 27 Jun. 1956, H. Fay, Qld. Branch Australasian meat industries employees union, 
2 Jul. 1956, J. Sampson, 9 Jul. 1956, John Benson, Seamens Union M.V. Manunda, 9 Jul. 1956, A. MacDonald, 
Trades & Labour Council of Queensland, 13 Jul. 1956, J. Pitt, Lucinda Point Branch Waterside Workers Federation 
of Australia, 14 Jul. 1956, R.F.X. Connor, South Coast Labour Council, 25 Jul. 1956, L. Rowe, Graceville Branch 
U.A.W., 1Aug.1956, F.H. Matzkows, Townsville Trades & Labor Club, 21Aug.1956, all found in NAA A462/18 
449/7 part 2; & V.T. Hefferan, Queensland Shop Assistant's Union of Employees, 19 Jul. 1956, NAA A6456/3 
R087/057. In the immediate period following the test the government received eight telegrams of protest between 
19th-25th June; and between 19th June-31st August they received seventy protest letters. 
41 Fadden's statements are cited in Australian Royal Commission, Report, vol. 2, p488. For Beale's statements see 
Loma Arnold, A very special relationship: British atomic weapon trials in Australia. (London: Her Majesty's 
Stationery Office, 1987), p 129. 
42 
"Press reaction to atomic trials", NAAA6456/3 R047/011. 
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Illustration 21: This cartoon hints at popular opinion of anti-testing sentiments. (Melbourne 
Herald, 23 Sep. 1952, p4.) ~ 
Illustration 22: At Onslow, W.A., in October 1952, bored members of the military keep themselves 
amused. (Photograph courtesy of the Australian War Memorial, Accession no. P0131/60/53.) 
frequently believed in the absence of official comment'.43 Such speculation created 
great anxiety in spite of repeated government denials. The public continued to cite the 
Fukuryu Maru incident in correspondence opposing the atomic tests.44 
Despite the virulence of this fear the document attributed more weight to communist 
influence. It named the International Peace Campaign, commenting that although it was 
'an obvious instrument of Communism' it attracted people of 'many shades of thought 
who could be attracted to an ideal which was humanitarian in itself. The press sensed 
this pressure, the document claims, 'and chameleon like, began to offset articles 
showing pride in British technical advances with far more attention to the dangers, both 
political and physical, implicit in atomic trials' .45 
With typical conservative overstatement of the importance of the Australian Communist 
Party, the report attributed the growing anti-nuclear campaign to communist influence.46 
The results of their vocal and sustained opposition, the document claims, were seen in 
the March 1956 Gallup Poll showing that 'many Australians are apparently against any 
such tests' .47 Intriguingly, the report noted that the two states in which a majority still 
favoured the tests were Western Australia and South Australia - the states where the 
tests were being held. It concludes that 'Newspapers in these states have been able to 
present readers with balanced information concerning atomic tests, because of the 
constant local news value'. 
The memo's author interpreted opposition to the trials as a kind of misunderstanding. If 
the public had the facts explained to them clearly, they would not believe the anti-
testing propaganda. The memo ends by claiming: 
The near hysteria built on flimsy misconception following the second Mosaic explosion 
is indicative of the difficulties now to be faced from a volatile press, public opinion and 
43 "Press reaction to atomic trials". 
44 The number of letters opposing atomic testing increased dramatically after March 1954 as correspondents began to 
say they opposed testing hydrogen as well as atomic bombs. Figures for letters and petitions received by the Prime 
Minister indicate this point. In January 1954 only two letters about atomic testing were received, none were received 
in February. In March 1954 thirty five letters with 160 signatures were received, in April forty three letters with 104 
signatures, in May thirteen letters with forty four signatures, in June twelve letters with 126 signatures, in July two 
letters, and in August two letters with 178 signatures. For the year of 1954, 144 letters in total were received, as 
opposed to seventeen for 1953. Correspondents continued to cite the effects on the Japanese fishermen until at least 
1956. NAA A462/18, 449/2 parts 1-3, A462/18 449/7 parts I & 2, A6456/3 R087/015, A6456/3 R087/057. 
45 "Press reaction to atomic trials". 
46 On this point, see Barbara Carter, "Opposition to nuclear weapons in Australia, 1949-1965", MA thesis, 
Melbourne, 1982, pp40-41, Barbara Carter, "The peace movement in the 1950s," in Australia's First Cold War, vol. 
2, pp65-66, 71 & Fiona Capp, Writers defiled: security surveillance of Australian authors and intellectuals 1920-
1960. (Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin Books, 1993), p27. 
47 "Press reaction to atomic trials''. The document refers to the Australian Gallup Poll, no. 1163, Mar. 1956. 
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political situation. It is considered that only a concerted campaign to refute the major 
false issues which have been raised concerning atomic trials, together with the patient 
and persistent education of the public through newspaper and magazine articles can 
restore the confidence and pride which only three years ago marked the ordinary 
Australian's attitude towards cooperation with the U.K. in this vital defence matter.48 
The mam players in this campaign were Howard Beale (the Minister for Supply), 
William Penney (the British scientist in charge of the testing programme) and Ernest 
Titterton (Professor of Nuclear Physics, A.N.U.). Ernest Titterton had been one of three 
Australian physicists chosen to observe the 1952 tests, along with Leslie Martin and 
Alan Butement.49 His 'nuclear expert' credentials were well established. Titterton 
worked at Los Alamos from 1943 to 1947, at the British Atomic Energy Research 
Establishment at Harwell from 1947 to 1951 and was a member of the Atomic Weapons 
Tests Safety Committee, established in July 1955 (along with Butement, Martin, Cecil 
Eddy, J.P. Baxter and later L.J. Dwyer). 50 
Titterton's defence of the testing programme also extended well beyond this campaign. 
He wrote for major newspapers such as the Sydney Morning Herald, the Melbourne Age 
and their syndicated papers, as well as the Australian International News Review and 
conservative journals such as the Bulletin and Quadrant. He spoke on A.B.C. radio, 
making regular appearances on programmes such as "News Review'', "News 
Commentary'', "A.B.C. Forum", "Australia and the world", "World Affairs" and 
"World Report". 51 
Titterton and the Safety Committee prepared a series of articles which they released to 
the press and tabled in parliament in October 1956. They also sent several (such as 
48 "Press reaction to atomic trials'', NAA A6456/3 R047/0l l. 
49 For more detail on the role of these observers see Tim Sherratt, "Political Fallout: Australian scientists and the 
atomic bomb", Australasian Science, 17(3), Spring 1996, p64; Arnold, A very special relationship, p30. 
so For more detail on Titterton's experiences see J.O. Newton, "Ernest William Titterton, 1916-1990, Australian 
Academy of Science Biographical Memoir of Deceased Fellows," Australian Science Archives Project, 1995, 
<http://www.asap.unimelb.edu.au/bsparcs/aasmemoirs/titterto.htm> 
51 For examples see "The problem of nuclear weapon tests", Quadrant, 3( 1 ), Summer 1958-59, pp5-1 O; "Education 
for an atomic age", Quadrant, 1(3), Winter 1957, pp23-30; "Radioactive Fallout from atomic weapon tests", article 
for the Age, 9 May 1956, TP S2 Box 14 2/85; "Why must atomic bombs be tested", radio broadcast, 25 Feb. 1955, TP 
S7 Box 53 7 /2 (1 ); "Global Fallout", radio broadcast, 2 Apr. 1957, TP S3 l Box 113 31 /2; "Strontium 90", radio 
broadcast, 24 Mar. 1959, TP S3 l Box 113 31 /2; "Australia and the world: fallout in Australia from Soviet bomb 
tests", radio broadcast, 9 Nov. 1961, TP S31 Box 113 31/3 (l); "News Review: U.N. radiation report", radio 
broadcast, 10 Sep. 1962, TP S31 Box 113 31 /3 ( 1 ); "Global Problems arising from nuclear bomb tests", undated radio 
broadcast, TP S31 Box 113 31 /2; "Re-entry at Monte Bello'', talk for the BBC, undated, TP S7 Box 53 7/2 (2); 
"Radiation and Man: A briefreview of the U.N. report on the effects of atomic radiation", radio broadcast, Sep. 1958, 
TP S4 Box 26 4/67. 
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"Why we hold A-tests in Australia") to anti-nuclear correspondents.52 "Why we hold 
A-tests" appeared in all the main daily newspapers on the 6th August. Other initiatives 
included a joint press conference held by Beale and Penney on the 14th August 1956, 
Penney's appearance on an A.B.C. 'guest of honour' broadcast and a series of radio and 
television interviews. 53 
The campaign itself took two main approaches. The first explained the necessity of 
continuing the tests while the second emphasised public safety. Given the Cold War 
context of the British testing programme the justifications they offered are unsurprising. 
Titterton often cited military preparedness. He reminded listeners that the West would 
not be caught unprepared again as it was in 1914 and 1939.54 The article "Why we hold 
A-tests in Australia" declares: 'Atomic weapons are absolutely necessary to the survival 
of Great Britain and the Commonwealth in the event of another world war'. 55 Atomic 
weapons are 'now virtually standard military equipment among the great powers'. 
Further, it is the duty of every 'responsible statesman' to provide their forces with the 
best weapons possible. 56 Implicit in such statements was the understanding that 
Australian defence was inextricably linked to the defence of the Commonwealth and to 
that of the 'Western world'. Allowing testing here - as with the sale of uranium - was 
seen as Australia's contribution to the Cold War struggle. As Beale explained in a press 
statement in 1953: 'Although only a small nation, we have given eloquent proof of our 
ability and willingness to take a major part in the defence of the freedom of mankind'. 57 
Such 'military preparedness' also incorporated civil defence. Titterton explained that 
the Monte Bello harbour explosion would provide valuable civil defence information 
for island dwellers - for the U .K. which relied heavily on its ports and for Australia 
52 
"Atomic tests and the question of their abandonment", 7 May 1957, NAA A6456/3 R058/006; "An introduction to 
Maralinga", "The value ofMaralinga as an atomic weapon testing site", "The atomic devices to be fired at 
Maralinga" , "What happens when an atomic bomb is exploded", "Pre test warnings and precautions", "Safety at 
Maralinga", "The need for atomic weapons trials", & "Maralinga project: review of Australian support", NAA 
A6456/3 R087/091; "Radiation and radioactivity" & "Radiation monitoring systems", NAA A6456/3 R047/009 & 
R087/091; "Post firing activities", NAA A6456/3 R047/087 & R087/091; "The value of atomic tests to civil defence" 
& "Why we hold A-tests in Australia", NAA A6456/3 R047/0l l; "The need for atomic weapons trials", NAA 
A6456/3 R047/009. 
53 "Summary of statements made by Penney and Beale at joint press conference, 14 Aug. 1956", NAA A6456/3 
R087/091; "Sir William Penney: scientist speaks on atomic tests", Movietone news, 22 Aug. 1956, episode title no. 
124650, National Film & Sound Archive; Australian Royal Commission, Report, vol. 2, p494. 
54 Titterton, "The significance of the hydrogen bomb", undated, TP S7 Box 53 7/2 (2). 
55 "Why we hold A-tests in Australia". 
56 "Why we hold A-tests in Australia"; Titterton, "Atomic weapon tests are necessary'', article for the Age, c. Apr. 
1956, TP S2 Box 14 2/85. 
57 Beale, press release, Oct. 1953, NAA A6456/3 R058/004. For comments on selling Australian uranium to help 
defend the West see Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 26 Mar. 1953, pp 1682 & 1686. 
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where most of the population lived along the coast. 58 Civil defence also became a 
catch-phrase during the Maralinga series. The Safety Committee released an article 
called "The value of atomic tests to civil defence". It claimed that observing effects of 
atomic explosions is the only way to find out how to defend a modem city. At 
Maralinga the Committee would measure gamma rays, heat and flash on houses, 
dummies and on samples of woodwork, fabrics, plastics, paints, rubber, clothing, 
cardboard and paper. This would provide knowledge about protective clothing, the 
thickness of walls needed to shield occupants in shelters from radiation, how widely to 
space buildings, which materials were likely to catch fire and so on. 59 Despite a protest 
from the R.S.P.C.A., scientists also conducted tests on live animals, who were shielded 
from the blast but fed radioactive material to measure the rate of its intake. 60 
A ubiquitous part of Cold War rhetoric was the claim that one could not allow one's 
opponents to 'get ahead' in the nuclear arms race. 61 Beale and Titterton repeatedly 
stated that the West wanted to end nuclear testing and that Australia was supporting any 
efforts made by the U.K. and U.S. Until all parties reached an agreement, the British 
could not stop testing while the Soviet Union continued.62 As atomic weapons were 
part of the U .K. arsenal then it logically followed that they must be proved and 
improved. At a press conference in August 1956 Penney explains: 
Any weapon has to be tested. Doesn't matter whether it's a shell or a bullet or whether 
it's a carrier of a weapon like an aeroplane. It must be tested. It's no good telling your 
fighting men: "Here is a device that will do something-or-other" and they say "Well, 
yes, you say so but can we be sure?" You must test it. 63 
Titterton reasoned that the bombs were not merely being made bigger but more 
efficient. On another occasion he flippantly compared the experiments to the testing of 
other consumer goods, such as golf balls. 64 
58 Titterton, "Atomic weapon tests are necessary", "The Monte Bello Test", undated radio broadcast, TP S7 Box 53 
7/2(2). 
59 "The value of atomic tests to civil defence". 
60 "Why we hold A-tests in Australia"; Letter from R.T. Young, R.S.P.C.A. Tasmania, to P.M., 11 Sep. 1956, NAA 
A462/l 8 449/7 part 2. 
61 Titterton, "The significance of the hydrogen bomb", "The atomic future", undated address written for the Empire 
Society, TP S7 Box 53 7 /2 (I), "Why we hold A-tests in Australia". 
62 "Atomic tests and the question of their abandonment", "News Commentary", 26 Jun. 1961, TP S3 I Box 113 31 /3 
(I), "A.B.C. news commentary", 29 Jul. 1963, TP-S31Box113 3113 (!). 
63 "Sir William Penney: Scientist speaks on atomic tests"; "The need for atomic weapons trials". 
64 Comment about golf balls appears in Titterton, "Atomic weapon tests are necessary". For remarks about 
'efficiency' see Titterton, "Why must atomic bombs be tested"; Titterton, "A.B.C. Perth, Talk 2", 7 Nov. 1956, TP 
S3 l Box 112 31/1; Titterton, untitled article for the Age, undated, TP S2 Box 14 2/85; Titterton, "The significance of 
the hydrogen bomb". 
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Titterton and Beale couched these justifications in familiar language. One press release 
argues: 
The atomic age is upon us. Even if we wanted to we could not keep it back any more 
than Canute could keep back the waves. Mankind must learn to master the new 
problems associated with the atomic age just as our ancestors had to master the 
problems of fire and electricity.65 
A Sydney Morning Herald editorial echoed this sentiment, stating: 
Whether we like it or .not, we are living in an atomic age and in an age in which the only 
sure guarantee of security is possession of these terrible weapons ... The risk involved is 
negligible compared to the risk of being left behind in the atomic weapons race.66 
This rhetoric tended to normalise the bomb in a manner reminiscent of earlier reporting 
of the Hiroshima bombing. Nuclear bombs are seen as just another weapon, a 
despicable but necessary part of the modem arsenal. Repeated references to everyday 
objects, like golf balls and electricity, also served to domesticate atomic technology. 
Despite evidence the Japanese experience provided about the long term effects of an 
atomic attack, Titterton continued to argue, as some had in 1945, that it did not matter 
how you died: 
Death is death, destruction is destruction whether they be inflicted with bows and 
arrows, fires, bacteriological warfare or atomic weapons. It is not a specific weapon 
which we must ban, but war itself in all forms. 67 
Titterton described those who opposed these inevitable developments as 'unrealistic', 
'emotional' and 'foolish'. While admitting that not all were communists, Beale 
suggested that the more 'idealistic' and 'well meaning' had been misled by communist-
inspired opposition.68 Titterton repeatedly stated the need for a 'rational', 'realistic' and 
'sober' appreciation of the tests. He argued that if people were given 'the facts' they 
would understand the 'reality' of the situation.69 He also explains: 
This is a time when no nation can afford to have vital issues obscured by emotional 
outbursts and political manoeuvering. Clear heads and unbiased political judgements 
are essential. 70 
65 "Why we hold A-tests in Australia". 
66 Sydney Morning Herald, 22 Jun. 1956, p2. 
67 Titterton, "The atomic future". 
68 "Atomic tests and the question of their abandonment". 
69 Titterton, "Radioactive Fallout from atomic weapon tests"; Titterton, "A.B.C. forum", radio broadcast, 8 Nov. 
1965, TP S31 Box 113 3113 ( 1 ). On the question of "the facts " see for example his appearance on the Four Comers 
programme "Four Corners: Nuclear testing, Maralinga", 15 Jul. 1972, episode title no. 132509, National Film & 
Sound Archive. 
70 Titterton, "Global Problems arising from nuclear bomb tests". 
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The second thrust of the campaign emphasised safety. Most importantly, this required 
the normalising of radiation. One of the most ubiquitous strategies for countering this 
fear was reminding the public of the amount of radiation they were exposed to in every 
day life. At a press conference held in August 1956 Penney wielded a geiger counter to 
demonstrate the amount of radioactivity emitted by a luminescent wrist watch and a 
radium needle. 71 The Safety Committee article "Radiation and Radioactivity" reminds 
readers that: 
there is nothing fundamentally different about the radiation given off by the atomic 
bombs, atomic reactors, X-ray .sets, luminous watches and the sun. The effects depend 
on how much radiation is received by anyone. 72 
The article argued that even if radiation did contaminate water or food, 'it does not 
mean that the water or food suddenly becomes poisonous or that any harmful effects 
will follow its use. Once again it is a question of quantity'. 73 
On several occasions Titterton declared that background radiation produced about forty 
times the amount of radiation than that from fallout. 74 A series of friendly 
parliamentary questions for the Senator representing the Minister for Supply also 
illustrate this point. One asks: 'How do the possible numbers of casualties from the 
effects of radioactivity compare with fatalities from such causes as heart disease, 
alcoholism and motor car accidents?' Another asks: 'Is it a fact that a person wearing a 
luminous dial watch for three weeks will absorb as much radioactivity as he would have 
absorbed from all the tests of nuclear bombs which have been carried out at Christmas 
Island?'75 
To minimise fear of fallout the articles presented 'scientific' explanations of what 
actually occurred. They also assured readers that humans controlled this process. One 
article claims: 
The longer it remains in the air the weaker it gets due to decay and thus it can be seen 
that by carefully selecting meteorological conditions it is possible to ensure that outside 
the proving ground the levels of fallout are so small as to be of very little 
consequence. 76 
71 "Sir William Penney: Scientist speaks on atomic tests". 
72 "Radiation and Radioactivity". 
73 "Radiation and Radioactivity". 
74 Titterton, "Strontium 90"; Titterton, "World Affairs Broadcast", 13 Mar. 1955, TP S7 Box 53 712 (I); Titterton, 
"Global Problems arising from nuclear bomb tests"; Titterton, "The atomic armaments race", article written for the 
Age, Apr. 1954, TP S2 Box 14 2/85; Titterton, "Radiation and Man". 
75 "Questions appearing on notice paper no. 33", 24 Sep. 1958, NAA A6456/3 R087 /057. 
76 "What happens when an atomic bomb is exploded", NAA A6456/3 R087/091. Also see Titterton, "Global 
Fallout", & Titterton, "Strontium 90". 
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The use of modem meteorological weather stations offered the assurance of scientific 
mastery over the unpredictability of nature. 77 The campaigners argued that protestors 
and concerned scientists had exaggerated the danger from fallout. Titterton incorrectly 
suggested that these outspoken scientists were only concerned about fallout from a 
possible nuclear war, not from testing itself. 78 
As knowledge about fallout disseminated, public concern focussed more narrowly on 
issues like the presence of strontium 90, an artificial element created by the fission 
process. Strontium, with its half life of twenty eight years, enters the food chain 
through soil, is taken up by plants then animals, then enters animal products such as 
milk. In humans strontium can be taken into the body and lodged in the bones, as it is 
chemically similar to calcium. A buildup of radioactive strontium in the body can lead 
to bone cancer or leukaemia. Titterton tried to counter this fear by arguing again that 
the amounts of radiation in fallout from the British testing were minute and it was not 
yet proven that small amounts of radiation could cause leukaemia. 79 
Another fear was that of the possible genetic effects of radiation, such as mutations. 
Again Titterton insisted that the public misunderstood the warnings other scientists were 
issuing. In one broadcast he explained that the American Federation of Atomic 
Scientists had stated that unrestricted testing might lead to serious effects on the human 
race through long term genetic changes. 'Unfortunately', he explains, 'the general 
public does not understand the underlying argument and is alarmed by the implied 
pos~ibilities'. 80 The American scientists were talking about much larger explosions, 
longer exposure to the radiation and long term genetic effects. In any case, he 
concludes, 'spontaneous genetic changes have been going on since the beginning of 
time' (and thus presumably are harmless, or natural).81 
One of Titterton's favourite rhetorical techniques again attempted to normalise this 
supernatural fear. He compared the risk of genetic damage to the hazards of every day 
life - heart disease, road accidents and so on. 82 On another occasion he declared that 
77 On recent work on science controlling the weather see Sherratt, "The weather prophets'', unpublished seminar 
~aper, presented at the A.N.U., 16 Aug. 2001. 
8 Titterton, "Global Problems arising from nuclear bomb tests". 
79 Titterton, "Strontium 90". 
80 Titterton, "World Affairs Broadcast". 
81 Titterton, "World Affairs Broadcast". 
82 Titterton, "Strontium 90"; Titterton, "Benefits and Problems of the atomic age", radio broadcast, 5 Sep. 1956 & 5 
Nov. 1956, 6 Nov. 1956, TP S3 l Box 112 31 /I. Titterton argued with fellow panelists on a Four Comers programme 
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the public received more genetic effects from medical x-rays. In one article he even 
comments: 
Swedish geneticists have recently suggested that the wearing of European style dress 
leads to between one hundred and one thousand times more genetic damage in man than 
in all weapons tests to date. 83 
Another common rejoinder mirrors that of early American responses to the Hiroshima 
bombing, which was to deny that rainfall had been radioactive, or to insist there had 
only been a 'harmless amount' of fallout. 84 
An interesting problem arose when 'laymen', such as the miner at Marble Bar, tried to 
measure the radioactivity of rain themselves. It became necessary to contradict public 
faith in the technology of the geiger counter. Beale explains: 'These instruments are 
extremely sensitive but their readings are not significant unless read by scientists in 
association with many other matters'.85 Equally as important as the strategy of 
downplaying radiation danger was this reference to 'authority figures' - scientists and 
scientific committees - who properly understood the dangers, and the technology, 
involved. 
One article explained that no member of the government claims to have the technical 
expertise needed to understand the tests, but they were being advised by the British 
government, British scientific advisors and by 'eminent Australian scientific experts' .86 
Beale says of Titterton and fellow Safety Committee member Leslie Martin: 'These 
gentlemen, responsible and distinguished scientists, have never been in doubt as to the 
safety of these tests'. 87 The existence of the Safety Committee itself acted as 
reassurance. 88 The campaign tended to cite reports issued by 'responsible' scientific 
bodies. One U.N. report, Titterton emphasised, showed that Australia has one of the 
(Dr John Morris, Professor Brian Spicer and Professor Charles Birch) about the radiation they received flying from 
Melbourne to Sydney. The others maintained that flying was a risk they chose to take, while the general population 
did not have a choice about radioactive fallout. "Four Corners: Nuclear testing, Maralinga", 15 Jul. 1972. 
83 Titterton, "Extract from article in the Sydney Morning Heral<!'; also see Titterton, "Benefits and Problems of the 
atomic age". In a television appearance years later Titterton continued to insist that there had been no proven genetic 
mutations demonstrated in Hiroshima. Another scientist pointed out that such mutations would not occur until the 
next generation. "Four Corners: Nuclear testing, Maralinga". 
84 Beale, reply to Minister, 6 Jun. 1956, statement in NAA A6456/3 R058/004; Beale, press statement, issued 3 Apr. 
1956, NAA A6456/3 R058/004; Beale's statement to the House of Representatives, "First atomic device fired at 
Maralinga", 27 Sep. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/091. 
85 "First atomic device fired at Maralinga"; also see "Why we hold A-tests in Australia". 
86 "Why we hold A-tests in Australia". 
87 
"Atomic tests and the question of their abandonment". 
88 Although, as the 1985 Royal Commission report notes, a joint U.K.-Australian press release issued on the 12th 
September 1955 incorrectly referred to a Safety Committee existing during the earlier atomic tests. Australian Royal 
Commission, Report, vol. 2, p480. 
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lowest Strontium 90 figures in the whole world, less than a tenth than some parts of the 
U.S.A.89 
The articles suggest that the 'layman' is incapable of understanding such issues. "Why 
we hold A-tests in Australia" explains of the effects of radiation: 
This is beyond the understanding of most of us laymen and it is therefore reassuring to 
have the opinion of two of the most eminent and trusted scientific bodies in the world, 
namely the British Medical Research Council and the American National Academy of 
Sciences.90 
Displaying his characteristic arrogance, Titterton remarks: 
The concern of the man in the street is naturally great. He doesn't understand 
radioactivity and he feels he is powerless to do effective things about it for himself. 
From continuous discussion in the past five years or so about this highly controversial 
matter in the press and on the radio, he had heard talk about genetics, leukaemia, 
strontium 90; and he cannot choose between grossly exaggerated accounts of the 
position, straight propaganda and correct scientific statement.91 
It is interesting to see how Titterton responded to a situation where it was demonstrated 
that radioactive fallout did cause harm - the radiation sickness suffered by the crew of 
the Fukuryu Maru. Titterton called the incident 'most unfortunate' and dismissed 
Japanese outrage and subsequent protests as 'propaganda'. In a statement that almost 
implies that it was their own fault, he claims: 'The ship had strayed into a restricted area 
and was showered with fallout from an H-bomb blast. Even then, the crew would have 
been safe had they stayed below deck, but they did not' .92 
Beale and Titterton also regularly reminded Australians that the British were not testing 
hydrogen bombs in Australia. This also meant distancing Australia from the British 
hydrogen bomb tests at Christmas Island (1957-8). As Beale explains in a press release: 
'They are British tests. They are not Australian tests in any way and this government is 
not party to the decision to make them'. 93 
89 Titterton, "Radioactive Fallout from atomic weapon tests", article for the Age, 9 May 1956, pp3-4; Titterton, 
"News Review: U.N. radiation report", Titterton, "Australia and the world: fallout in Australia from Soviet bomb 
tests", Titterton, "Strontium 90". 
90 "Why we hold A-tests in Australia". 
91 Titterton, "Australia and the world: fallout in Australia from Soviet bomb tests". 
92 Titterton, "World Affairs Broadcast", 13 Mar. 1955, TP S7 Box 53 7/2 (I), p2; also see Titterton, "Global problems 
arising from nuclear bomb tests"; Titterton, untitled article written for the Age, TP S2 Box 14 2/85. 
93 Beale's press statement, "Atomic tests and the question of their abandonment", 7 May 1957, NAA A6456/3 
R058/006; also Beale's press statement, 13 Mar. 1957, NAA A6456/3 R087/l 78. For denials ofH-bomb tests in 
Australia, see "Why we hold a A-tests in Australia", Beale's statements to the press, 18 Feb. 1955, NAA A6456/3 
R058/002, 22 Feb. 1955, NAA A6456/3 R058/004, 30 Aug, 1957, NAA A6456/3 R087/178. 
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Most importantly the reassurance campaign stressed safety. The article "Post firing 
activities" begins: 'The safety of the outside public hundreds of miles away and of the 
workers themselves at the range is the first thought of those who plan and execute an 
atomic trial'. 94 A series of articles and press releases emphasised the role of the Safety 
Committee in ensuring that weather conditions were suitable before firing and m 
monitoring a system of stations which measured radioactivity afterwards.95 
Other articles explained safety precautions at the sites themselves, such as badges which 
measured radioactivity and extensive decontamination processes. 96 Beale angrily 
denied reports that Australian personnel were being used as 'guinea pigs'. Some may 
be in the area, he went on, but they would be far enough away, even further than the 
scientists who were themselves in no danger.97 
To further emphasise safety the campaigners stressed how far away the tests were from 
Australian cities. In doing so they lauded Australia's empty spaces. These spaces 
featured prominently in discussions of peaceful uses of nuclear technology, as vacuums 
which needed to be filled. In the case of nuclear testing, the open spaces became a 
virtue rather than a weakness. In a press statement in 1953 Beale drew links between 
the uranium mined 'for the defence of the free world' and the British testing programme 
'in the dead heart of Central Australia'. 98 Later he explains that while Britain itself was 
small and densely populated: 'Australia is the only country in the British world which 
has the wide empty spaces and other facilities for the effective testing of atomic 
weapons'. 99 Press releases stressed that these spaces were uninhabited. 100 
In later years Titterton continued to defend the tests, as well as other nuclear endeavours 
such as uranium mining. 101 When questioned by the Royal Commission into the tests, 
both William Penney and Titterton's colleague Leslie MaFt:in admitted that mistakes 
may have been made. Titterton, however, belittled their comments, saying of Penny: 
94 
"Post firing activities". 
95 Beale, press release, "Check on radioactivity", 9 May 1956, NAA A6456/3 R058/003; Beale, press releases 10 Feb. 
1956 & 16 Feb. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R058/004; AWTSC, "Radiation monitoring system'', NAA A6456/3 R047/009; 
Titterton, "Global Fallout". 
96 "Safety at Maralinga". 
97 Beale, press release, 6 Feb. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R058/004. 
98 Statement by Beale, 2GB Macquarie newsroom broadcast, 27 Oct. 1953, NAA A6456 R058/004. 
99 "Why we hold A-tests in Australia" & Titterton, untitled article written for the Age, TP S2 Box 14 2/85. 
100 Beale, press release, 18 Jan. 1957, A6456/3 R087/l 78. 
101 E.W. Titterton & F.P.J. Robotham. Uranium: energy source of the future? (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson, 1979.) 
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'People are prepared to agree to anything for a little mercy'. 102 Titterton insisted that 
adequate safety precautions had been taken, that men like himself had no case to 
answer, and that the public could not be expected to understand such highly technical 
subjects. His demeanor throughout the Royal Commission clearly revealed his disdain 
for the proceedings, and his contempt for the public's opinion of his role in, and defence 
of, the tests. 103 
The roar from Maralinga 
In their study of civil defence rhetoric, Elisabeth and Jay Mechling note that texts which 
are not directly a part of this persuasive campaign may still 'be important resources for 
people's understanding of the campaigns'. 104 They describe 'intertextual conversations' 
between disparate texts about civil defence, such as films and magazine articles. In this 
last section I will examine the 'intertextual conversations' at work in the nuclear testing 
story by canvassing two Australian newsreels: Cinesound's "Atom blasts: Operation 
Buffalo" and Movietone News' "Operation Buffalo", and a series of magazine 
articles. 105 
Although not a part of the official reassurance campaign, the film footage of the 1956 
Maralinga explosions released by the government - when combined with the obligatory 
excitable voiceover - reinforces many of the same messages. While the message 
intended seems to be one of safety and control, the very nature of the medium made this 
task difficult, leading to a more complex and contradictory narrative. The film makers 
needed to convey the power of an atomic explosion, while at the same time assuring 
viewers of their safety. This task was difficult enough given the increasing public fear 
of radiation. In this case it was compounded by the associations people had already 
formed with the visual representation of an atomic explosion: the flash of light, the 
familiar sight of the mushroom cloud smoke, the expansion of the billowing fireball and 
the roaring sound it made. 
102 Quoted in Millikan, No conceivable injury, p69, 
103 Millikan, No conceivable injury, pp67-70. 
104 Mechling & Mechling, "The campaign for civil defense", p148. 
105 "Atom blasts: Operation Buffalo", Cinesound review, 1956, segment title no. 84909, National Film & Sound 
Archive & "Operation Buffalo", Movietone news, 25 Feb. 1957, episode title no. 123044, National Film & Sound 
Archive. 
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Illustration 23: Ernest Titterton's public persona as an 'atom expert'. (Sydney Morning Herald, 
21 Sep. 1952, p2.) 
Illustration 24: February 1957: A man poses in a futuristic-looking radiation suit. (Tame & 
Robotham, Maralinga, p65.) 
The two companies used the same film footage in a different order, but the overall 
themes imparted are essentially the same. One theme is that the tests are a result of 
close British and Australian cooperation. The Cinesound review announces that they 
helped both 'Britain and Australia keep abreast of the atomic age'. Both newsreels also 
emphasised Australian effort, praising the construction of the range, the arrangement of 
equipment and the building of shelters and trenches. At the same time it is clear who 
brings the scientific know-how to the tests. The Movietone newsreel concludes by 
lauding the triumph of 'British scientists and Australian technicians'. As the beginning 
of the newsreels make clear, it is the arrival of British experts, most notably trial chief 
William Penney, that begins the great experiment. 
A second major theme is that the tests will provide invaluable information for civil 
defence. The films show full sized dummies being prepared to test the effects of the 
blast. Movietone news explains that the dummies 'duplicate humans in strength of bone 
structure and flesh', and shows men struggling to put clothes onto them. Cinesound 
displays the six dummies leaning up against a wall, being photographed as though they 
were having their portraits taken. The footage also showed other items being exposed 
to the explosion, such as military equipment, human blood plasma, samples of 
materials, paints and fabrics. These montages emphasised the project's thoroughness, 
reassuring audiences by the planners' attention to detail. 
The third and perhaps most important theme of the newsreels is that scientists are in 
control of the explosion: that it is a safe, scientific experiment. As with the government 
press releases which used the science of meteorology to suggest that men controlled 
nature, the Cinesound voiceover explains that: 'Scientists await perfect weather 
conditions which will allow them to explode the device with not the slightest risk of 
radioactive fallout'. Movietone news assures viewers that 'even so near zero hour, tests 
cannot proceed without on the spot approval of the Australian Safety Committee, 
responsible for protecting persons and property from any aspect of the experiment'. To 
reinforce this impression of regulation, pictures were shown of instruments being set up 
to measure the test results. 
Despite these attempts to create a narrative emphasising safety, the message of human 
control is contradicted by the images of the atomic explosion itself. Both the visual 
spectacle - the flash, fireball and mushroom cloud - and the audible roar of the 
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explosion remind of its powers of destruction. It seems evident that the filmmakers 
were aware of this fact. Both newsreels provide the viewer with immediate aural 
reassurance. The Movietone news explains: 'Shattering as it may appear, the Maralinga 
blast is caused by a low-yield bomb. This scientifically is a smaller explosion which 
indicates man's success in controlling this power of the future'. Similarly, the 
Cinesound voiceover says: 'Once again the atomic cloud mushrooms high into the sky 
and once again Australian meteorologists on the spot have determined that there is no 
danger of the cloud passing near habitation'. 
Despite this reassurance the explosion is followed by equally unsettling pictures of the 
damage done. The camera pans across the flat landscape, zooming in for a close up of 
the bomb crater. The viewer sees pictures of the damaged military equipment - trucks 
knocked over, artillery twisted and burnt. 
Perhaps the most powerful images are those of buckled buildings. Some closer to 
ground zero are shown with barely their frames remaining, the pieces of sheeting 
making up the sides of the building hanging and twisted as though each had been 
wrenched off by a giant hand. Even buildings further away from the blast are shown to 
be sagging, suggesting that a normal breeze could collapse them completely. The 
Cinesound voiceover reminds viewers that 'these devastated buildings could have been 
part of a city'. Rather than dwelling on the horrors of this destructive power, the 
narrator explains: 'Operation Buffalo has not only provided information for attack, but 
information for protection from attack'. Notably, none of these post explosion shots 
show what happened to the human dummies. 
The newsreels conclude with a reminder of the scientific purpose of the tests. 
Movietone news explains: 'Now begins one of the most vital jobs of the tests, for the 
data obtained is invaluable to a world on the threshold of an atomic age'. Both reels 
show the damage being 'scientifically assessed' - planes flying into the area to measure 
radiation and ground crews retrieving damaged equipment. Movietone news shows 
men in radiation suits entering the blast area. Again this is an ambiguous image. While 
meant to reassure viewers that authorities were taking safety provisions, it also served to 
remind of the need to take such precautions. 
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Old and new, together again 
As seen in the previous chapter, the travel magazine Walkabout took a keen interest in 
nuclear issues. Charles Holmes' 1952 article "Halfway round the world to test Atomic 
weapons" is unsurprisingly enthusiastic. 106 There are three interesting themes that 
emerge from it: secrecy, remoteness and the juxtaposition of the old with the new. 
Since the Manhattan Project secrecy had been an integral part of the nuclear enterprise. 
When Holmes was writing, much information about the British tests remained 
classified. His article is imbued with excitement about what remains unknown: from 
the mysterious arrival of ships with their secret cargo, and the British government's 
silence about what type of equipment and bombs would be tested, to the exact location 
of the test itself. At this time the press were speculating about possible locations. 
Holmes explains that the government's imposition of 'total security' on the Monte Bello 
Islands 'has now clarified the position to some extent' .107 
Later in the article he enthuses about the government's development of the W oomera 
rocket range. There too security is paramount. Holmes praises the Woomera township 
itself in the same way that the uranium towns were: 'Here you will find a township with 
an ordinary every-day atmosphere'. At Woomera, however, there is a more overt sense 
of security: 'not far away you will always see armed guards on duty at the secret 
establishments and installations and despite your leanings towards geology, zoology, or 
botany, you cannot "roam the range" at will'. 108 Holmes stressed that the staff must all 
sign secrecy agreements and undergo background checks. 
Like the government's press releases, Holmes mentions Australia's empty spaces, 
which have now become a virtue. He explains: 
With the successful development by the democracies of atomic forces for use in 
warfare, the search began some years ago for remote areas of the world in which to test 
out their use in projectiles. As a result, the wastelands of two hemispheres are to-day 
b . . . 109 ecommg giant testmg ranges. 
On the following page he provides a map of Australia, with shaded areas designating 
106 Holmes, "Half way round the world to test atomic weapons'', Walkabout, 18(7), Jul. 1952, pp 10-15. 
107 Holmes, "Halfway round the world", plO. 
108 Holmes, "Halfway round the world", pl3. 
109 Holmes, "Halfway round the world'', pl 1. 
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Illustration 25: The 'uninhabited spaces' of the Australian continent. (Walkabout, 1 Jul. 1952, 
p12.) 
I 
L 
Illustrations 26 & 27: Demonstrating the test site's 'remoteness', these illustrations compare an 
atomic explosion in Britain to one in Australia. (Walkabout, 1 Jul. 1952, pl2.) 
'unoccupied areas'. (The small text under the map acknowledges that 'within the area 
are several missions and mines'.) Two pages later a photograph of this wasteland fills 
half of the page. The caption reads 'Land of no rivers'. Holmes explains: 
It is a stark land which has defied explorers from the early days of colonial settlement 
and its dryness and sterility have deterred the pastoralist who has driven his herds over 
all the rest of the continent and well into the marginal lands. 110 
Despite the few plants that eke out their existence here, the lack of water and the 
accoutrements of white settlement (permanent dwellings and domesticated animals) 
indicate that this land is 'lifeless'. Holmes then refers to familiar European concepts 
about the desert - its harshness, its timelessness and its defiance of white settlers. His 
mention of the white pioneers allows him to move from this description of the landscape 
to the modem human enterprise which seeks to exploit it. Holmes juxtaposes the 
ancient with the modem, the civilised with the primitive: 
Alongside these modem atomic developments on the fringes of the wastelands, Stone 
Age man affords a contrast as wide as the world - naked and unashamed, knowing 
nothing of the world beyond his immediate hunting ground and caring less, he still 
roams with spear and boomerang, kindling fire by friction. 111 
In his flowery prose Aboriginal Australians can only be observers to the story of 
progress, in this case literally. He goes on: 
If the aboriginal watched, he might, from the edges of this no-man's land, see the 
rockets soar through the heavens westwards and later the land vehicles of the white man 
race over the red sand tracks to retrieve fallen projectiles; he would note the care with 
which they were dug out of the earth one hundred miles from the firing base, perhaps a 
thousand. But he could never understand that in the year of Our Lord, one thousand 
nine hundred and fifty two, he was witnessing the birth of a new era of destructive 
forces in warfare, amazing robot armaments with a range and mobility undreamed of 
hitherto. 112 
Modem Australian science, meanwhile, is collaborating with the 'best brains in the 
United Kingdom'. Holmes concludes his article by lauding the purpose of their 
endeavour, 'to deter the aggressor - and let freedom live!' 113 
This juxtaposition of new and old occurs throughout accounts of the nuclear testing. 
Another article in Walkabout places the nuclear tests in the context of earlier maritime 
encounters with the Monte Bello islands. 114 Surveyor Len Beadell wrote an excitable 
novel called Blast the Bush about his experiences at Maralinga. Beadell has himself 
110 Holmes, "Halfway round the world", p14. 
111 Holmes, "Halfway round the world", pl4. 
112 Holmes, "Half way round the world", pp 14-5. 
113 Holmes, "Halfway round the world", pl5. 
114 W. Chamley, "Englishmen return to Monte Bello islands'', Walkabout, 18(8), Sep. 1952, p20. 
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been called 'the last of the true Australian explorers', and his tale is replete with the 
language of a 'bush adventure' .115 He related an observer's comment about one 
explosion: 
Old Luke had a little joke waiting at this stage for the reporters. "Look", he shouted 
pointing at the atomic cloud, "do you see it?" Everyone whipped around to direct their 
attention to the cloud. "A perfect portrait of a myall blackfeller written with atomic 
dust: the new and the old have come together today." He was so enthusiastically 
serious that one by one they agreed that there was no doubt about it. Sure enough the 
newspapers printed the huge headlines: "Myall black man written by atomic dust in sky 
over Emu". Good old Luke. 116 
A feminine touch: The Women's Weekly visits Woomera 
The government established the joint Australian-British rocket range at Woomera in 
April 1947. Although no atomic tests took place at this site it was associated in the 
public mind with them, both through misunderstanding of precisely where the testing 
was taking place (the media described Emu Fields, where the 1953 tests occurred, as 
'near Woomera') , and its prominence as a site for secret weapons research. In 
December 1958 The Australian Women's Weekly published a feature article on 
Woomera. 117 
Its author, Ronald McK.ie, begins by highlighting the impermanence of life on the 
range: 
Woomera is a town where nobody belongs, where nobody intends to stay. It's a 
temporary stopping point for scientists and servicemen, technicians and labourers, 
wives and children - and a means to many ends, a place to save, a place to find a 
husband, but not a place to grow old. 118 
Symbolic of this transience is the lack of lawns and gardens (much praised in the 
uranium towns). All the houses belong to the government and are rented by occupants. 
There are some similarities with portraits of the uranium towns. As in Batchelor, 
residents named all the streets in Woomera after Aboriginal words. 119 In Woomera, 
however, the feeling of suburbia is clearly artificial. McKie writes: 
It looks like a neat new slab of outer suburbia left by mistake on the red South 
Australian inland, but it's really a military camp isolated by nature and insulated from 
prying eyes. Security is so tight that a housewife can't take her string bag down the 
street to buy a pound of liverwurst unless she has a pass in her purse. 120 
115 Len Beadell, Blast the Bush, (Sydney: Landsdowne, 1998), pv. 
116 Beadell, Blast the Bush, pp210-1. 
117 Ronald McKie, "Woomera: a home on the range'', Australian Women's Weekly, 26(26), 3 Dec. 1958, pp16-9. 
118 McKie, "Woomera", p16. 
119 McKie, "Woomera", p18. 
120 McKie, "Woomera", p 17. 
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Unlike the uramum articles, then, the sense of a secret military endeavour takes 
precedence over the claims of its homeliness. 
Unsurprisingly the Weekly identifies the most important problem for women at 
Woomera as the lack of shopping facilities. Because of security provisions private 
enterprise is limited. There is only one Community store, run by the Army Canteen 
Service, which provides everything from 'swimsuits to tricycles'. The author observes: 
'But in clothes, shoes and accessories the range is so limited and the quality so average 
that for anything reasonably smart women have to mail order it or buy it in Adelaide'. 121 
Despite these setbacks the women of W oomera manage to outfit themselves quite 
smartly. McKie writes: 'At dress parties the clothes are as smart as you'll find almost 
anywhere, though the women have a habit of taking off their shoes'. This, he notes, is 
another problem with the country living: 'You just can't wear high heels out of doors in 
Woomera'. 122 
On the plus side McKie quickly identifies the main bonus of living in Woomera - the 
possibility of snaring a husband. He writes gleefully: 
If you can forget the sandflies, mosquitoes, heat, dust and gibbers, Woomera is as near 
paradise for single girls as they can get. There are five or six men for every girl, so that 
some girls have their engagement books filled a fortnight ahead. It doesn't matter if 
you're not a raving beauty, for the men in the middle of a gibber plain are keen. 123 
Notably the Department of Supply censors removed several passages before the article's 
publication. The following passages are marked on a draft of the article for erasure and 
did not appear in the final publication: 
Woomera gets through enough beer to fill its fine swimming pool regularly, yet there 
isn't a pub in sight and the town's three bookies have to operate privately. 
At the Senior Mess Hall the entertainment was relentless, but personally I'd back the 
Junior Mess against all comers. At one of their last Christmas parties - Christmas in 
Woomera starts in November - they got through 612 gallons of beer in 12 hours, which 
is a steady 51 gallons an hour. 124 
After the complaint that 'You just can't wear high heels out of doors in Woomera,' the 
following sentence was also penned out: 'If you do you walk like a drunken stork'. A 
handwritten note on the draft comments: 'It is questionable whether the inclusion of SP 
121 McKie, "Woomera", pl8. 
122 McKie, "Woomera'', pl9. 
123 McKie, "Woomera", pl9. 
124 O'Connor to Minister for Supply, 15 Oct. 1958, NAA, A6456/3 R087/172. 
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Bookmaking and beer consumption adds to the tone of the article' .125 Presumably 
McKie's joking comments about beer also detracted from the article's focus on women. 
Although the Weekly focused on issues its editors thought would interest their 
readership the similarity with other articles about nuclear towns is striking. It is the 
women who normalise these extraordinary ventures. Although McKie does describe 
work at Woomera, and several photos show women behind various instruments, the 
emphasis on traditional female concerns is clear. The visitors' accounts provide the 
evidence of every day womanly behaviour - shopping, cooking, gossiping, concern 
about fashion. The same can be said for the uranium towns, which were seen to benefit 
from the civilising touch of wives and children. 
In a wider sense, then, these narratives acted to domesticate nuclear energy. 126 It is 
interesting to note briefly here other occasions when the media made these connections 
between atomic energy and domestic issues. Jay and Elisabeth Mechling comment on 
how civil defence campaigns used the cultural symbol of dirt to normalise fallout. 
Titterton frequently used the words 'dirty' and 'clean' to describe different types of 
bombs. The comparison with dirt suggests that fallout was not so supernatural - it 
could be washed off, or swept away, just like dust. Mechling describes how this notion 
had special cultural appeal at this time. Metaphors of cleanliness dominated the 1950s: 
advertisements spoke of 'clean lines' on consumer goods, and linked cleaning products 
to prosperity and happiness. 127 
Narratives of atomic energy for peaceful use were also clearly gendered. When writing 
for women, authors translated the benefits of modem 'clean' power to the domestic 
sphere. An article appearing in the Sydney Morning Herald magazine in January 1949 
about the possibilities of atomic energy is titled, "Mrs Jones must prepare for her 
modem kitchen". 128 The text describes Mrs Jones 'bending gingerly over the Sunday 
roast with a Geiger Counter', while the cartoon illustration shows a distressed woman, 
125 Ibid. 
126 On the issue of Cold War 'containment' and domesticity, see Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American 
Families in the Cold War Era. (NY: Basic Books, 1988). 
127 Mechling & Mechling, "The campaign for civil defense", p135. Also see Nicholas Brown, "A cliff of white 
cleanliness": decorating the home, defining the self. (Canberra: Urban Research Program, Research School of Social 
Sciences, Australian National University, 1995). 
128 "Mrs Jones must prepare for her modern kitchen", Sydney Morning Herald, 30 Jan. 1949, p8. 
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presumably overwhelmed by the technology that surrounds her. (Mr Jones, of course, 
will have an atom-powered car.) 
Illustration 28: Mrs Jones' atomic angst. (Sydney Morning Herald, 30 Jan. 1949, p8.) 
An article appearing in the Australian Home Beautiful in February 1955 posited a 
dichotomy between the warm and :friendly 'homeliness' of kitchens of the past and the 
'scientific efficiency' of modem architecture. Its author, Adrian Deamer, writes: 
Many women just don't like it. Perhaps as the mothers of a world stricken with atomic 
unease they are sub-consciously revolting against science itself, because it has brought 
us not peace but a new and more terrible sword of Damocles.129 
What irritates women about modem kitchens, Deamer suggests, is that the technology 
strips them of their 'essential femininity', their desire to provide artistic, imaginative 
food to an appreciative audience in a friendly environment. That women feel the impact 
of modem science in the kitchen, while men see it in cars and atomic gadgets, should 
not be surprising. The article notes: 'Mrs Average Housewife spends about six hours in 
the kitchen every week day of the year'. 130 Titterton's appeals for 'rational', 'realistic', 
and 'unemotional' responses to nuclear testing clearly reflect this belief that there is 
something 'feminine' about irrationally opposing scientific progress in favour of what is 
comfortable, safe and familiar. 
Although there are differences in the way they were publicised, narratives of nuclear 
testing had much in common with discussion about uranium. Nuclear testing provided 
Australians with an opportunity to participate in the nuclear adventure. Testing was 
seen as Australia's contribution to the defence of the West. This modem technology, 
too, could be described with familiar metaphors, such as Australia's traditional ties to 
129 Adrian Deamer, "The battle of the kitchens'', Australian Home Beautiful, 34(2), February 1955, pp24-6. 
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Britain and use of Australia's remote spaces. Perhaps most importantly the need to 
assuage public unease allows us to see a more deliberate example of this narrative's 
construction: which themes were to be emphasised, denied or excluded and how this 
manipulation took place. 
130 Deamer, "Battle of the kitchens", p25. 
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CHAPTER SIX: DEAR MR MENZIES: LETTERS PROTESTING THE 
ATOMIC TESTS 
'I feel that, as a citizen of this democratic country, I can do no other than record my strong protest'. 1 
When Australians reminisce about the British atomic testing experience many can recall 
a sense of uneasiness about the possible consequences. Yet the public record -
newspaper coverage, letters to papers and public protests - gives the impression that 
Australians were not anxious about the British nuclear testing programme. Studies, too, 
have shown few public expressions of these fears. The later tests in 1956 and 1957 took 
place at a time when public awareness of fallout, radiation sickness and the danger of 
contracting leukaemia was increasing. Rather than taking to the streets, many 
concerned Australians picked up their pens (or prepared their typewriters) and dashed 
off passionate letters to those they considered responsible. 
These anti-nuclear letters written to government departments, Parliamentary 
representatives and the Prime Minister provide a valuable glimpse into the texture of 
Australian nuclear fears. 2 The strong presence of the communist party in the Australian 
peace movement deterred many from publicly expressing their concern. This remained 
the case even when public opinion polls in 1956 and 1957 showed a majority of 
respondents opposed further tests. 3 The letters suggest how pervasive nuclear fears had 
become. They reveal a preoccupation with radiation, anxiety about scientists' ability to 
control the tests and an unwillingness to believe the assurances of scientists and 
politicians. 
'Suicidal madness' 
The first thing that struck me when I began reading the anti-nuclear correspondence was 
their tone. Some were pleading, others angry. Some correspondents politely requested 
1 A.C. Clarke to Menzies, 18 Feb. 1952, NAA A462/J 8 449/7 pt 1. 
2 I have read exhaustively material from correspondence to the Prime Minister, located in NAA A462/J 8 449/2 parts 
1-3 & NAA A462/l 8 449/7 parts 1-2 and letters to the Minister or Department of Supply which are filed in NAA 
A6456/3 R087/15, NAA A6456/3 R087/057, & NAA A6456/3 R087/030. (This series was established to collect 
original records, primarily from Australian Government Departments and Statutory Authorities, for the 
Commission's research use during the Royal Commission into British Nuclear Testing in Australia in 1985.) Letters 
to M.P.s surveyed were those forwarded to either the Prime Minister's Department or to Supply. 
3 Gallup polls show that in March 1956 48% opposed the tests at Monte Bello, while 43% were in favour. A 
December poll showed 38% in favour of continued testing in central Australia with 47% opposed. The December 
poll also compared these results to those from the past five years concluding that opinion had 'swung against atomic 
explosions on this continent'. Australian Gallup Poll, no. 1224, Dec. 1956; Australian Gallup Poll, no. 1163, Mar. 
1956. 
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the Prime Minister's intervention, others· demanded it. The palpable anxiety of the 
letters contrasts sharply with the lack of concern seen in the public record. During this 
period few letters opposing the tests appeared in newspapers.4 In her study of the anti-
nuclear movement, Barbara Carter concludes that anxiety did exist, but was muted by 
the Cold War climate. Atomic weapons, controlled by responsible statesmen, were seen 
as 'defenders of the West'. The public associated any opposition to them with 
communism. 5 
A. Atkins from the Bankstown Union of Australian Women writes to Menzies in 1956: 
'In plain words this testing of these devilish inhuman weapons is suicidal madness and 
as a mother I cannot protest strongly enough'.6 W.J.C. Brooks writes to Menzies in 
1952: 
There is horror, real horror, among people who are certainly not pacifists at the thought 
of using the atomic bomb. I see no reason why Australians should share the disgrace of 
experimenting with this fiendish weapon.7 
L. Lauder writes to Menzies in 1953: 
Why should we allow our country to be used as a training ground for a future Hiroshima 
or Nagasaki? As an Australian I protest against our country being handed over to a 
foreign power for military purposes and as a human I refuse to be among those towards 
whom the victims of Woomera and its sequels will say, "What did you do to prevent 
this?" This is my protest to the Australian Government.8 
Reg Harrison writes to Menzies in March 1956: 
I am an old man like yourself and have had it as the saying goes, and it does not matter 
to me how many bombs you let off, but I appeal to you to do something to stop any 
more atomic tests for the sake of yours and my children. I have already lost one son in 
the service of the RAAF, for what? That Australia may be made a playground for 
BOMB HAPPY atomic scientists? Who but an imbecile, I ask you, would let bombs 
off in his own back yard in order to demonstrate his position of strength. No Sir, the 
time has come when our country needs Statesmen not second rate politicians. NOW is 
the time for you to show that you have the GUTS to call off the forthcoming atomic 
tests.9 
The Secretary of a Ship's Committee in Newcastle writes' to Howard Beale in June 
1956: 
By giving your approval to these experiments you are reducing your fellow countrymen 
to the status of inconsequential guinea pigs whose destiny has been wrenched from the 
4 Carter, "Opposition to nuclear weapons in Australia, 1949-1965", p85. 
5 Barbara Carter, "Nuclear opposition and the Victorian peace movement", Melbourne Journal of Politics, 14, 1982-
83, pp58-9 & Carter, "Opposition to nuclear weapons in Australia, 1949-1965", pp40-4 l. 
6 A. Atkins, Bankstown Branch U.A. W. to Menzies, 28 Apr.1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2. 
7 Mr W.J.C. Banks to Menzies, 30 Jun. 1952, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 1. 
8 L. Lauder to Menzies, 8 Nov. 1953, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 1. 
9 Reg Harrison to Menzies, 6 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2. His emphasis. 
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reverent hand of God and placed at the disposal of a few destructive despots who 
masquerade under the name of Scientist.10 
Joy Sundfors writes to the Department of Supply in July 1956: 
It would be hard to decide who would deserve the honour of opening the first strontium 
ward at the children's hospital, your boss, the Minister for Supply, or Mr Menzies. I 
would choose Mr Menzies because he could make the most high sounding speeches 
about peace and little children. I I 
In their letters these Australians are clearly far from complacent. 
These letters are important not because of their number but because they represent a 
different kind of protest action. Letter writing could be personal or social, spontaneous 
or organised. In later years, the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament employed protests 
which relied on visible public participation, such as marches and moratoriums. As they 
were written to Government departments, not to the media, the letters' lack of visibility 
allowed those who did not want to be associated with the peace movement to express 
their anxiety. G. Kellerman, for example, writes to Acting Prime Minister Fadden in 
1956: 'I am not a so-called communist or ever have been but I strenuously object to my 
money being spent by you or anybody else on such unproductive and highly dangerous 
projects' .12 It also enabled people who did not think of themselves as politically active 
to voice their concerns. Many began by stating their lack of expertise or political 
credentials. M. Bailey, for example, identifies herself: 'Now, as an ordinary 
housewife ... ' 13 
The letters also convey the hope that the act of writing will actually make a difference. 
This may sound obvious but the point is worth emphasising. J. Broughton concluded 
her letter by writing: 
Trusting this humble letter will not just be put in the waste paper basket and forgotten 
about. But I feel sure you will make some investigation into the matter. Trusting you 
will. I4 
Despite sending standard information to correspondents, the government replies did not 
address these concerns. Although the use of short impersonal replies is a standard 
public service practice, when reading the letters it is hard to ignore the way their anxiety 
contrasts with the routine responses. Earlier in the period the standard reply thanked the 
10 Secretary Ship's Committee S.S. Iron Kimberly B.H.P. Newcastle to Beale, 6 Jun. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
11 Joy Sundfors to the Department of Supply, 17 Jul. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087 /057. 
12 G. Kellerman to Fadden, 23 Jun. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2. 
13 M. Bailey to Menzies, 17 May 1954, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt I. 
14 J. Broughton to Fadden, 25 Jun. 1956, A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
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correspondent for their letter, stating that their 'views had been noted'. A later version 
added the reassurance that the trials were performed under strict safety conditions. 
From late 1956 onwards the Prime Minister's Department and the Department of 
Supply also began sending a press release called "Why we hold A-tests in Australia" to 
those who had complained. 15 Such bland responses irritated some correspondents, who 
wrote again, demanding a more satisfactory reply. 16 
Because 'they mangle and mutilate' 
The letter writers clearly shared many concerns. What specific issues did they raise? 
Undoubtedly the effects of radiation were the letter writers' primary concern. Some 
worried that radioactivity from tests off the coast would spread to the Australian 
mainland, others that radiation from the mainland tests could not be contained within 
the restricted testing zone. 17 Some correspondents insisted that the government was 
jeopardising the lives of Australians by exposing the population to increasing risk 'of 
fearful death by atomic radiation' .18 J. Pitt expresses the danger simply: 'We consider 
these hell-bomb tests have a physical effect on human beings'. 19 A. Booth writes to 
Fadden in August 1956 that the radioactive dust is 'unlikely to spare either yourself or 
others' .20 L. Mounser writes to Menzies in July 1956: 'Remember too that the atom and 
hydrogen bombs are the most impartial ever likely to be devised; they mangle and 
mutilate black, white, brown and brandle [sic] at both ends of the ladder' .21 
At the time many newspapers continued to sensationalise stories about radiation. For 
example, an article appearing in The Sun with the heading, "It's past time for action on 
atomic radiation - How much can we live with?" had the subheading, "Thanks to 
atomic energy your great grandson will almost certainly have enough to eat. But will he 
be eating it with two heads?" The writer goes on: 
15 "Why we hold A-tests in Australia", NAA A6456/3 R047/0l 1. 
16 Ailsa O'Connor, Melbourne U.A.W., to Menzies, 13 Nov. 1953, NAA A6456/3 R087/015. 
17 Joyce Egan, Sydney U.A.W., to Menzies, 31 Mar. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt I; W. Boulton, Randwick 
Workshop Shop Committee, 13 Dec. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 2; S. Clark, Camberwell Branch C.P.A., 24 Apr. 
1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 2. 
18 R. Walters, Collinsvalle Branch U.A.W. to Menzies 8 Jun. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2, H.L. Crofton, Qld. 
Branch Australian Railways Union to Menzies, 8 Oct. 1955, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 1. 
19 J. Pitt, Waterside Worker's Federation of Australia Lucinda Point Branch, to Menzies 8 May 1956, NAA A462/18 
44917 pt 2. 
20 A. Booth to Fadden, 28 Aug. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2. 
21 L.S. Mounser to Dan Minogue, M.P. for West Sydney, 12 Jul. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
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Will he be a well-fed monster, a grotesque by-product of a science which, forced by 
overpopulation to speed up natural food production, has set loose more radiation than 
the human race can safely absorb? You don't know. Science doesn't know.22 
Media reports prompted some of the letters about radiation. Rose Wade contacted her 
M.P. in 1958 after hearing that a hospital in Adelaide had measured recent rainfall in the 
city and found it to be radioactive. Although the report had explained that the effect 
would be minimal as city reservoirs were already filled, she expressed concern for 
country areas where there had been drought and most tanks were empty. 23 
Some correspondents recalled the predictions of scientists such as Linus Pauling and 
Albert Schweitzer that repeated tests would lead to an intolerable level of radiation in 
the atmosphere. Gladys M. Conway writes in 1954: 'It is felt that the scientists ... 
attached to the CSIRO should be asked to comment on such press statements which 
cause fear to develop in people's minds'.24 Would this radiation buildup damage the 
population's health? Correspondents warned of genetic damage, particularly to children 
who were more susceptible. D. Talpin writes to Menzies in February 1955 reminding 
him of what she has read about lingering genetic effects at Nagasaki.25 
Others expressed anxiety about the limits of scientists' knowledge. Jessie Appleton 
writes to Menzies in April 1952: 
Furthermore, the yet unknown effects of radioactive dust according to expert authorities 
can and will endanger the lives of thousands of men, women and children, living in 
cities hundreds of miles from the scene of the test. 26 
E. Hampson writes to Menzies in October 1953: 'Despite the safety precautions that 
may be taken, there is no immunity from the dreadful effects of these explosions' .27 
This uncertainty clearly reflects an unwillingness to believe the reassurances of experts. 
Joy Sundfors writes to Beale in April 1954: 
There is not one person, no matter how distinguished, not one technocrat in the world 
with sufficient knowledge to assure you, or us, that there is no danger. You are either 
22 Ron Shaw, "It's past time for action on atomic radiation - How much can we live with?", The Sun, 19 Apr. 1960, 
v.29. 
_,Rose Wade to Allan Fraser, M.P., 4 Aug. 1958, NAA A6456/3 R087/030. 
24 Gladys M. Conway, Stories Comer Branch U.A.W. to Mr McColn, M.P, Brisbane, 11 Nov. 1954, NAA A6456/3 
R087/015. 
25 D. Talpin, U.A. W. Illawara district to Menzies, 8 Feb. 1955, A462/18 449/2 pt 2. 
26 Jessie Appleton, West End U.A.W. to Menzies, 21 Apr. 1952, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt I. A similar concern was 
expressed by L. Mounser who writes to his local M.P. in July 1956, 'there is not one man alive who can even guess at 
the full effects of Atomic or Hydrogen explosion on land, water, atmosphere or beings'. L.S. Mounser to Dan 
Minogue, M.P. for West Sydney, 12 Jul. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
27 E. Hampson, Sydney U.A. W., to Menzies, 9 Oct. 1953, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt I. 
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deliberately misleading the Australian people about these tests, or the "experts" are 
misleading you and themselves.28 
Such responses are particularly interesting in the light of the previous chapter's 
discussion of the government's efforts to reassure the public. J.H. Grebert writes to 
Fadden on behalf of the Cairns and District Trades and Labour Council in July 1956: 
'This Council is not impressed by the vague assurances that no danger exists'. 29 Using 
an organic metaphor common in atomic language, F. Purse writes to Beale in June 
1956: 'The assurances of government spokesmen and scientists do not alter the fact that 
already parts of Australia have been infected by radiation'. 30 W. Wood writes to 
Fadden in June 1956: 
I would like to ask, Sir, why is the extravagant claim made that the atomic experts are 
the only men in a position to know that no harm results from atomic tests? If such is the 
case, why do they take such fine care to get well away from their own stomping 
ground?31 
In some cases attempts at reassurance had the opposite effect. Joyce Egan writes to 
Menzies that the arrival of the British experts made her branch of the U.A.W. more 
anxious than they already were.32 F.H. Matzkows writes to Fadden on behalf of the 
Townsville Trades and Labor Club in August 1956 of the publicity surrounding the 
establishment of the new radiation testing stations: 'This is regarded by the members of 
my Council as a clear indication that the threat to the community from radioactivity is a 
real one' .33 If there was no danger from fallout, why test for it? 
Why were these correspondents so reluctant to believe Titterton and Beale's assurances 
of safety? Through the first half of the 1950s only a handful of scientists expressed any 
concern about the danger of fallout. The American Atomic Energy Commission 
maintained that there was no danger and, for the most part, the press agreed. In June 
1956 the National Academy of Sciences in the U.S. published a study denying that weak 
radioactivity from bomb tests could cause cancer. Its Genetic Committee, however, 
warned that any amount of radiation would cause some genetic damage. This study 
28 Joy Sundfors to Beale, 30 Apr. 1955, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
29 J.H. Grebert, Cairns & District Trades & Labour Council, to Fadden, 26 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
3° F. Purse, Building Workers Industrial Union of Australia, to Beale, 26 Jun. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
31 W. Wood to Fadden, 25 Jun. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
32 Joyce Egan, Sydney U .A. W., to Menzies, 30 Nov. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 2. 
33 F.H. Matzkows, Townsville Trades & Labor Club, to Fadden, 21 Aug. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
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received front page attention in the world press with the alarmist warning taking 
precedence over the rest of the report. 34 
In 1957 a number of scientists spoke out more forcefully about the dangers of fallout. 
In April the influential physician and philosopher Albert Schweitzer launched an attack 
on testing which received international publicity. At the same time outspoken 
biochemist Linus Pauling announced that fallout from testing was already causing 
deaths. In May he drew up a petition against testing and within two weeks collected 
signatures from 2,000 other American scientists. In early 1958 Pauling told the press 
that tests conducted already may cause a million cases of leukaemia and millions of 
genetically defective children. In an infamous scholarly article in Science he declared 
that each year of testing would produce 55,000 defective births and one million stillborn 
babies.35 Pauling's warnings spurred other scientists to action, with many issuing 
similar cautions. Scientists would later regret that in sounding the alarm so loudly 
hyperbole and simplification abounded. 
Understandably, these conflicting opinions generated concern. L. Macintosh writes to 
Menzies in March 1956: 'We feel we cannot accept assurances given by some that no 
harm can be done, as there are as many who say what harm can befall us from these 
tests'. 36 J.F. Daley, a representative of the Hospital Employees Federation of Australia 
of Queensland, agreed, writing to Fadden in July 1956: 
Our members feel the assurances given by the experts (so called) are being contradicted 
daily by other experts and therefore there is a danger to the Australian people by the 
continuation of the tests.37 
If scientists could not agree on such a serious issue, correspondents asked, would it not 
be safer to discontinue the tests?38 
34 Weart, Nuclear Fear, pp202-3. 
35 Linus Pauling in Science, 128, 14 Nov. 1959, pp! 183-6; Linus Pauling, No more war! (New York: Dodd, Mead & 
Co., 1958); Carolyn Kopp, "The origins of the American Scientific Debate over fallout hazards", Social Studies of 
Science, 9, 1979, pp403-22; Weart, Nuclear Fear, p203. 
36 L. Macintosh, Bowen Branch U.A. W., to Menzies, 2 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2. 
37 J. F. Daley, Qld. Branch Hospital Employees Federation of Australia, to Fadden, 31 Jun. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 
449/7 pt 2. 
38 S. Graham, Richmond Main Miners Lodge, to Menzies, 16 Dec. 1954, Betty Thaux to Menzies, l Feb. 1955, Joyce 
Egan, Sydney U.A.W. to Menzies, 3 Feb. 1955, C. Bailey, Newcastle Housewive's Association, to Menzies, 15 Mar. 
1955, W. Renfrey to Menzies, 28 Mar. 1955, & J. Snedden to C.E. Griffith, M.P., 7 Apr. 1955, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 
pt 2; E.J. Harvey, Wollongong South Coast Labour Council, to Menzies, I 7 Mar. 1956, A. Atkins, Bankstown 
Branch U.A.W., to Menzies, 28 Apr. 1956, Evan Williams, Religious Society of Friends, to Menzies, 9 May 1956, 
Mr Bailey to Fadden, 26 Jun. 1956, M. Charlton, W.C.T.U. Brisbane, to Fadden, 28 Jun. 1956, M O'Brien, 
Australian Railways Union Sydney, to Fadden, 8 Aug. 1956, & G. Mortenson, Waterside Women's Committee 
Bowen Branch, to Fadden, 30 Aug. 1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 2; W.H. Mitchell, Wollongong Council to Beale, 7 
Jun. 1957, B.F. Bolge, Seamen's Union Delgate M.V. Malaita New Guinea, to Beale, 23 Jun. 1957, Norman Ray, 
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Despite publicity emphasising scientists' control over the tests, correspondents 
continued to warn of human error. A. Bowers writes to Menzies in June 1956: 'We feel 
most insecure in view of the possibility of human error in the testing and the lack of 
certain knowledge of the ultimate effects of radioactivity'. 39 Enid Hampson writes to 
Beale in the same month: 
Surely recent developments following the Monte Bello tests and the American 
explosions in the Pacific are sufficient evidence to show that even scientists are human 
beings and commit errors? Where is our safety?40 
Many referred to the Fukuryu Maru incident from March 1954, when the United States' 
'Bravo' test at Bikini Atoll showered a Japanese fishing trawler with radioactive ash. 
Correspondents recalled the lingering effects of the radiation poisoning: the death of one 
man, the illnesses of the others, and the panic caused by the subsequent discovery of 
contaminated fish in Japanese markets.41 J. Grebert writes to Menzies in March 1956: 
Reference can be made to the victims of the American tests when the Japanese 
fishermen suffered so severely despite the assurances of perfect safety, which 
incidentally are being given by the Australian authorities.42 
Despite differences in detail - some cited the distance as 300 miles, others 500 miles -
the most important point seems to be that these men were, as A.M. Hughes writes, 'in 
the so-called "safety zone"'. 43 The fear was not simply of radiation, but that it could kill 
from a great distance. In Nuclear Fear Spencer Weart describes the strange way this 
Port Hacking Progress Association, to Mr L. Johnson, M.H.R., 13 Jul. 1957, Marie Armstrong, New Theatre 
Australia to P.M., 14 Apr. 1959, & Winifred Green, W.C.T.U., to P.M., 28 Apr. 1959, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
39 A. Bowers et al., Home Science School Canterbury, to Menzies, 23 Jun. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
40 Enid Hampson, U.A. W. to Beale, 25 Jun. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. Similar concerns were expressed by J.H. 
Grebert, Cairns & District Trades & Labour Council to Menzies, 24 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2 & Mrs 
W.M. Smith to Beale, 18 Jun. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
41 A. Bennett, Valley Branch U.A.W., to Menzies, 22 Mar. 1954, Doris Pass, Valley Branch C.P.A. to Menzies, 23 
Mar. 1954, & C.N. Dyer, Australian Federated Union of Locomotive Engineers Qld. Division, to Menzies, 30 Mar. 
1954, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt I; P. Keatch, to Menzies, 2 Dec. 1954, T.L. Rouch, Balwyn Discussion Group, to 
Menzies, 4 Dec. 1954, V. Reilly to Menzies, 6 Dec. 1954, Thos MacAughtry, Melbourne Unitarian Church, to 
Menzies, 8 Dec. 1954, M.P. Copley, Newcastle Waterfront Group of Unions, to Menzies, 10 Dec. 1954, Frank K. 
Nieass, Australian Government Workers Association Adelaide, to Menzies, I 0 Dec. 1954, A. MacDonald, Trades & 
Labour Council Qld., to Menzies, 15 Feb. 1955, & J.F. Daley, Qld. Branch, Hospital Employees Federation of 
Australia, to Menzies, 28 Feb. 1955, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 2; Reverend Victor James et al, Melbourne Unitarian 
Church, to R.G. Casey Minister for External Affairs, 8 Dec. 1954, NAA A6456/3 R087/015; G. Mortenson, 
Waterside Women's Committee, to Menzies, 21 Feb. 1956, Waterside workers, the Clan McRae, telegram to 
Menzies, 22 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 3; A.E. Welsly, Ipswich Branch U.A. W., to Menzies, 2 Mar. 1956, L. 
Macintosh, Bowen Branch U.A.W., to Menzies, 2 Mar. 1956, Ronald Ferguson, K.G.Pittman & J.R.Morris, to 
Menzies, 29 Mar. 1956, Crew, M.V. Duntroon telegram to Menzies, 18 Apr. 1956, & A. Jones, Toowoomba Branch 
A.L.P., to Menzies, 20 Jun. 1956, NAAA462/18 449/7 pt 2. · 
42 J.H. Grebert, Cairns & District Trades & Labour Council to Menzies, 24 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
43 A.M. Hughes, Brisbane Branch U.A. W., to Menzies, 15 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt I. Similar statements 
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fear became manifest in the United States. A month after the 'Bravo' test, residents of 
Seattle began to complain that some agent from the explosion was now causing small 
pits in their car windshields. Hundreds of residents complained to the police and the 
mayor appealed to President Eisenhower for assistance.44 
When discussing why there appeared to be opposition to the British tests but no action, 
Barbara Carter comments that the Gallup Poll results opposing further testing 'may 
simply indicate unease about the effects of the testing and the closeness of the testing 
ground rather than any politically formulated opposition to the testing as such'.45 What 
I find fascinating here is not the question of whether the unease was focused or not, but 
her mention of 'closeness'. A survey of these letters shows a clear shift in 
conceptualising what counted as 'remote' between the first test in 1952 and the 1956 
trials. 
Early publicity lauded the use of Australia's open spaces for the testing. The Monte 
Bello islands and Maralinga were portrayed as empty locations far from any significant 
centres of population. Of the twenty four protest letters received in 1952, only one 
requested that the tests be held further away. 46 By 1956, increasing publicity about 
radioactive fallout had changed this perception of distance, and the comment that the 
testing grounds were 'too close' became much more common.47 As an article in the 
journal of the Union of Australian Women noted wryly: 'Maralinga is about 550 miles 
from Adelaide and 1000 from Melbourne - as the dust flies'. 48 
J. Murison writes to Menzies in April 1956 that Monte Bello: 
is but 60 miles from the Australian coast, despite whatever precautions are taken, there 
is the possibility of the prevailing winds carrying radioactive dust over the Continent, 
with consequences too fearful to contemplate.49 
Ronald Ferguson writes to Menzies in March 1956 that if the tests are absolutely 
necessary 'we strongly urge you to use the influence of your position to have them 
moved to a more isolated and uninhabited area'. 50 E.K. Wheatly writes to her M.P. in 
44 Weart, Nuclear Fear, p187. 
45 Carter, "Opposition to nuclear weapons in Australia", p90. 
46 Dorothea Davis to Menzies, 25 Mar. 1952, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt I. 
47 It was specifically mentioned twice in 1954, once in 1955, and thirteen times in 1956. 
48 "Women speak out against bomb tests", Our Women, Oct.-Dec. 1956, pp I 0-11. 
49 J. Murison, Qld. Branch Australian Railways Union, to Menzies, 5 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. The 
same point was raised by N. York, Eureka Youth League to Menzies, 23 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
50 Ronald Ferguson, K.G. Pittman & J.R. Morris, to Menzies, 29 Mar. 1956, NAAA462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. Similar 
sentiments were expressed by Martin Pitt, A.L.P. Port Kembla, to Menzies, 11 Dec. 1954, A462/l 8 449/2 pt 2, 
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January 1956: 'We trust you will do all in your power to have these H-bombs tested 
where it is less civilised'. 51 Correspondents also wrote suggesting alternate locations 
for the tests, such as an uninhabited island in the Pacific, or somewhere in Antarctica. 52 
Others asked why, if the bombs were so safe, they could not be tested in Britain's 'own 
backyard'.53 Here, again, correspondents compared the distance from Monte Bello to 
the mainland with the distance the Japanese fishermen had been from Bikini. This was 
despite the fact that the hydrogen bomb used in the botched 'Bravo' test had a much 
larger radius of fallout than a 'normal' atomic bomb. British and Australian authorities 
repeatedly denied they were intending to test an H-bomb in or near Australia. This did 
not seem to matter to correspondents who tended to mention the bombs together. 
Given this changed perception of distance, correspondents expressed concern not only 
about the tests at Monte Bello or Maralinga, but also with other testing in the Pacific. 
Some suggested that ships or currents could carry radioactive water to the Australian 
coast. A. Taylor writes anxiously to Fadden in July 1956: 
Australia has now become the centre of nuclear tests with Bikini to the east, Monte 
Bello and Xmas Islands to the west, and on our own mainland at Maralinga, South 
Australia. 54 
Adding to its supernatural qualities was the growing sense that radiation could kill years 
after an explosion. Stories emerging from Hiroshima and Nagasaki told of survivors 
becoming ill many years after their initial exposure to gamma rays.55 Unsurprisingly 
then, correspondents wrote fearfully of radiation lingering in Australia's soil and water 
supplies. 
Both this fear of radiation and the feeling that the tests were too close to Australian 
cities can be seen most clearly in reactions to the second explosion at Monte Bello on 
the 19th June 1956. After this test the radioactive cloud unexpectedly drifted across the 
mainland, causing press and public alarm. Three days after the test, these fears were 
Alexander Mack, Mortdale League A.L.P., to Menzies, 24 Sep. 1953, L. Schofield, Trades Hall Newcastle, to Mr C. 
Griffiths, M.P., 6 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt I; V. Tudehope, Maritime Transport Council Employees 
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51 E. K. Wheatley, Whitegates-Birmingham Branch A.L.P., to Mr R. James, M.P., 19 Jan. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/2 
f:t 3. 
2 Dorothea Davis to Menzies, 25 Mar. 1952, R. Walters, Collinsville U.A.W., to Menzies, 16 Feb. 1956, NAA 
A462/18 44917 pt I; G.G. Styles, Bendigo Trades Hall Council & Literary Institute, to Menzies, 27 Mar. 1956, NAA 
A462/ 18 44917 pt 2. 
53 V. Reilly, to Menzies, 6 Dec. 1954, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt 2, Seamen M.V. Ny Dra, telegram to Menzies, 20 Jan. 
1956, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 3; Reg Harrison, to Menzies, 6 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 2; J. Broughton to 
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54 A. Taylor, Townsville Branch Combined Railways Union, to Fadden, 12 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 2. 
55 See "Ten years since Hiroshima: Horror of atomic war burst from speck in sky", The Age, 6 Aug. 1955, p4. 
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fueled by heavy rain in Queensland, despite Monte Bello being on the other side of the 
continent. Correspondents demanded that the 'obvious miscalculations' in the firing 
pattern made at Monte Bello be made public. 56 Others insisted on a full investigation 
into the effects of this test. H. Fay writes to Fadden in July 1956: 
We cannot accept Acting Prime Minister Sir Arthur Fadden's statement - no danger as 
result of the test - in view of [the] recent Bikini error and radioactive dust and rain on 
Australian soil, despite assurances this would not happen.57 
Most importantly correspondents believed that this incident proved beyond doubt that 
the fallout from atomic explosions could not be controlled. F. Raymond sent a telegram 
to Fadden declaring: 
RECENT ATOM TEST MONTE BELLO PROVES TESTS UNCONTROLLABLE 
DEMAND IMMEDIATE BAN ALL ATOMIC HYDROGEN TESTS STOP 
AUSTRALIAN PEOPLE ARE NOT GUINEA PIGS.58 
Correspondents also worried that fallout could harm flora, fauna, farmland, farm 
animals, crops, and reservoirs. Joy Sundfors writes to Beale in April 1956 that 
explosions were damaging 
Not just to the "live stock" and "property" you are always promising to protect, but to 
all organic life. Is that too vast for Government and its scientists to comprehend? 
Instead of speechifying about our obligation to Mother England, you would do better to 
consider our obligation to Mother Earth. 59 
W.P. Wilkinson writes to Fadden in July 1956 that the tests would render 'large tracts of 
land useless'. 60 Some writers were concerned about the effects of the tests in their local 
area. Joan de Bloom writes to Menzies in February 1956 complaining of small lesions 
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because of this incident: S. Murray-Smith, Victorian Peace Council, to Menzies, 5 Jul. 1956, J.C. Chandler, Victorian 
Branch Building Worker's Industrial Union of Australia, to Fadden, 5 Jun. 1956, A. MacDonald, Trades & Labor 
Council ofQld., to Fadden, 13 Jul. 1956, J. Pitt, Lucinda Point Branch Waterside Workers Federation of Australia, to 
Menzies, 14 Jul. 1956, L. Rowe, Graceville Branch U.A.W., to Fadden, I Aug. 1956, & John Benson, Seamen's 
Union M.V. Manunda, to Menzies, 9 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 2; V.T. Hefferan, Queensland Shop 
Assistant's Union of Employees, to Beale, 19 Jul. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087 /057. In the immediate period following 
the test the government received eight telegrams of protest between 19-25 June; and between 19 June-31 August they 
received seventy protest letters. Most mentioned radioactive fallout, human error, and the unpredictable nature of the 
tests. 
58 F. Raymond telegram to Fadden, 22 Jun. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2. Similar messages came from Crew, 
Tambva telegram to Fadden, 21 Jun. 1956, Harvey, South Coast Labour Council telegram to Menzies, 22 Jun. 1956, 
J. Sampson, to Menzies, 9 Oct. 1956 & R.F.X. Connor, South Coast Labour Council, to J.J. Cahill, N.S.W. Premier, 
25 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
59 Joy Sundfors to Beale, 10 Apr. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
60 W.P. Wilkinson, Brisbane Branch Australian Tramway & Motor Omnibus Employees Association, to Fadden, 2 
Jul. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2 
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which appeared on her cucumber leaves after the Woomera trials. 61 F.M. Blaxland sent 
Menzies an envelope of leaves from her garden, writing that they were 'polluted with 
what I and the general public believe to be Radio active ash'. 62 Like the residents of 
Seattle with their pock-marked windscreens, these correspondents projected their fears 
onto their perception of the environment around them. 
Many correspondents believed that the atomic explosions would - or had already -
affected the weather and climate. One repeated complaint was that the explosions 
caused more rainfall. David Payne writes to Menzies in November 1953 expressing his 
concern about the 'disastrous results for the dried fruit industry'. 63 Joan de Bloom 
writes that the explosion must set up air currents which men can not control. 64 H. 
Crouch writes to Menzies in February 1956, concerned that the drifting atomic clouds 
had caused extra rain which flooded his property, causing significant damage. 65 
Correspondents also suggested international tests were causmg floods, gales, snow 
storms, earthquakes, and tornadoes. 66 Others had more unusual concerns. P. Hickman 
worried that the atomic bombs might be sucking the oxygen out of the atmosphere, 
while S.M. Miller feared that the atomic explosions might cause Australia to sink back 
under the sea. 67 Although they may sound bizarre these fears were not unique. During 
the 1950s the American Atomic Energy Commission received letters from all over the 
world complaining about their testing affecting global weather patterns.68 
Another common complaint was that the government spent too much money on the 
tests. Correspondents suggested more worthy (peaceful) projects: hospitals, housing, 
61 Joan de Bloom to Menzies, 13 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 3. As the date is 1956, it is unclear if Bloom is 
referring to the 1953 trials held at Emu Fields near Woomera or has confused the name of the new testing sites. 
62 F.M. Blaxland to Menzies, 3 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. The leaves were still attached to her letter, in 
the envelope labelled 'Sample of leaves'. 
63 David Payne to Menzies, 2 Nov. 1953, Messel to Payne 27 Aug. 1953; David Payne, to Menzies, 4 Jan. 1954, 
NAA A462/18 449/7 pt I. 
64 Joan de Bloom to Menzies, 13 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 3. 
65 H. Crouch to Menzies, 22 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 1. 
66 W.E. Edgars to Menzies, 4 Jul. 1952, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 1; C. Woolley to Menzies, 11 Jan. 1956, NAA 
A462/18 449/2 pt 3; V.M. Swift to Menzies, 17 Jan. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt 3; H.R. James to Menzies, April 
1952, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt I; A. MacDonald, Trades & Labour Council Qld., to Menzies, 15 Feb. 1955, NAA 
A462/l 8 449/2 pt 2. 
67 P. Hickman telegram to Menzies, undated, c. June 1956, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 3; S.M. Miller to Menzies, 5 Oct. 
1953, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt I. 
68 Weart, Nuclear Fear, pl87. 
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public works, water conservation schemes, schools, increasing food production, making 
commodities cheaper and improving the standard ofliving.69 
Several correspondents asserted that the benefits of the tests were negligible. A.J. 
Nickels writes to Fadden in August 1956 that the tests only duplicated what the 
Americans had already learned. 70 Others argued that these weapons had already proven 
their destructiveness in wartime. The Secretary of the Seamen's Union in Newcastle 
writes to Beale in 1956: 'Did not the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and on 
Nagasaki prove these inhuman bombs were able to demolish whole cities and their 
peoples?'71 0. Bliesner writes to remind Menzies in October 1955 that the Japanese 
people were still suffering from the effects of this radioactivity.72 
A smaller number of correspondents wrote about the tests' impact on regional relations. 
Some expressed concern that the tests might worsen relations with Australia's 
neighbours.73 Others worried that Australian participation would make it an attractive 
nuclear target in a future war. Mr Sinclair writes to Menzies in February 1952: 'We do 
not want our country being dragged into war. .. Why should we be made the target 
because America and England are quarrelling over the confounded things?' 74 A.E. 
Leno writes to Menzies in June 1953 that 'the exploding and testing of Atomic Bombs 
immediately means that in the event of any future war, Australia becomes a first priority 
nation for attack by all types of offensive arms'. Menzies' approval of the tests, he 
argues, 'is provocative and tends to make Australia appear a war-like nation'. 75 P.R. 
69 Eureka Youth League to Menzies, 15 Mar. 1952, C. Walton, Bowen & District Labour Council to Menzies, 13 
May 1952, D. Ditchburn to Menzies, 8 Sep. 1953, E.J. Besson, Cardiff Shop Loco Committee to Menzies, 23 Feb. 
1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 1; E.J. Besson, Cardiff Loco. Shop Committee to Menzies, 30 Sep. 1955, NAA 
A462/l 8 449/2 pt 3; A.L.Crofton, Qld. Branch Australian Railways Union to Menzies, 16 Apr. 1956, G. Mortenson, 
Waterside Women's Committee Bowen Branch, to Fadden, 30 Aug. 1956, S. Clark, Camberwall Branch C.P.A. to 
Menzies, 24 Apr. 1956, M. Armstrong, New Theatre Australia to Menzies, 15 May 1956, G. Kellerman to Fadden, 23 
Jun. 1956, & S.J. Clark, Melbourne C.P.A. to Fadden, 27 Jul. 1956, NAAA462/l 8 44917 pt 2. 
70 A. J. Nickels to Fadden, 31 Aug. 1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 2. 
71 Secretary, Seamen's Union S.S. River Loddon Newcastle to Beale, 19 Jul. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. Similar 
sentiments were expressed by Margaret Wyper, Scottsville Branch U.A.W. to Menzies, I 0 Aug. 1953, NAA A462/l 8 
44917 pt 1; Margaret H. Miller to Menzies, 6 Sep. 1955, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt 3; C.F. Gray to Menzies, 18 Mar. 
1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 1; Zara Tindall, Cleveland School Mother's Club, to Menzies, 23 Feb. 1955, NAA 
A462/l 8 449/2 pt 2; F.M. Blaxland to Menzies, 3 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2. 
72 0. Bliesner, Chermside U.A.W. to Menzies, 3 Oct. 1955, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 3. 
73 Reverend Victor James et al, Melbourne Unitarian Church, to R.G. Casey, Minister for External Affairs, 8 Dec. 
1954, NAA A6456/3 R087/0l 5, p2; S.J. Clark, Melbourne C.P.A. to Fadden, 27 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 2. 
74 Mr Sinclair to Menzies, 21 Feb. 1952, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt I. 
75 A.E. Leno, Combined Union Committee Railway Workshop Newport Victoria, to Menzies, 29 Jun. 1953, NAA 
A462/l 8 44917 pt I. 
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Wilkinson writes to Menzies in July 1956: 'Can Atomic warfare be used without similar 
retaliation even on small nations?' 76 
A handful of correspondents objected to the trials on moral grounds. J.H. Bottomly, of 
the Religious Society of Friends, writes to Menzies in March 1952, reminding him that 
the atomic bomb is only used for aggressive reasons: 'We feel it wrong to associate our 
nation with such an obviously inhuman weapon'. 77 Such objections also came from 
other Christian organisations. Several correspondents cited the Pope's 1955 Christmas 
broadcast condemning the testing and stockpiling of nuclear weapons. 78 
Others expressed their concern that fervent preparations for another war assume it is 
inevitable. Harry Bacquet writes to Menzies in June 1954 of the Eureka Youth 
League's alarm on hearing of U.S. civil defence practices, which 'seem to indicate 
. acceptance of horror weapons of nuclear destruction'. 79 Dorothy Painter writes to 
Menzies in June 1954: 'We are alarmed, not only by the threat to the lives and welfare 
of our families, but also by the fear that is arising in children's minds because of this 
menace'.80 G.G. Styles writes to Menzies in July 1956: 'Only madmen would use such 
devices that would destroy not only the attacked but also the aggressor', adding that 'no 
other weapon has proved a menace to mankind whilst under test'. 81 
Women, reds & sailors: who were the letter writers? 
The letters came from individuals, a secretary or spokesperson representing a larger 
group, and from organised campaigns.82 Out of 621 letters, 129 (20.8%) are 
handwritten. Even though written by one person most represent more than a single 
opinion. Many are signed on behalf of couples, families or informal groups of friends. 
76 P.R. Wilkinson to Menzies, 16 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. Similar comments were made by Ailsa 
O'Connor, Melbourne U.A.W., to Menzies, 21 Oct. 1953, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt I. 
77 J.H. Bottomly, Religious Society of Friends, to Menzies, 16 Mar. 1952, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt I. 
78 G. Mortenson, Waterside Women's Committee, to Menzies, 1 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 3; J. Maclean, 
Waterside Women's Committee Bowen, to Menzies, 3 Apr. 1956, Maisie Meredith, Women's Committee Waterside 
Workers Federation Sydney Branch to Menzies, 18 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2; Howard Cromarty to Jeff 
Bate, M.P., 21 Jun. 1957, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
79 Harry Bacquet, Victorian Council Eureka Youth League, to Menzies, 17 Jun. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 1. 
Similar sentiments were expressed by E. Greig to Menzies, 16 Jun. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 1 & W. Ryan, 
Newcastle Committee A.P.C. to Menzies, 6 Aug. 1951, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt I. 
80 Dorothy Painter, Victorian Federation of Mother's Clubs, to Menzies, 11 Jun. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt I. 
81 G.G. Styles, Bendigo Trades Hall & Literary Institute, to Menzies, 13 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
82 I have only counted as form letters those with identical text, those printed and signed, obvious cut-outs and so on, 
not letters written using similar text. Although several writers may have used a form letter as a guideline for their 
protest, the similarity of complaints make this too difficult to distinguish with accuracy. 
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Those who write on behalf of an organised group comprise 350 (56.4%) of the letters. 
Generally these letters inform of a resolution passed at a recent meeting condemning the 
atomic tests. These writers represent political organisations, religious bodies, seamen's 
organisations, youth and women's groups. Out of 350 letters, 137 (39.1 %) came from 
political groups, 106 (30.3%) from women's groups, thirty seven from seamen's 
organisations (10.6%), twenty (5.7%) from peace groups, fifteen (4.3%) from religious 
groups, eight (2.3%) from youth groups, and twenty seven (7.7%) from other groups. 83 
This is not to imply a dichotomy of 'genuine' (individual) concern versus 'artificial' 
(organised group) concern. Many of these groups, such as the Union of Australian 
Women (U.A.W.) and the Seamen's Unions, were expressing long held concerns about 
nuclear weapons. 
Some correspondents provided anecdotal evidence that others in the community shared 
their concerns. F. Francis Whitney writes to Menzies in March 1956 wanting to draw 
attention 'to the conviction of so many Australians that the suggested programme of 
experiments of nuclear weapons upon Australian territory is wrong and alien to the 
interests of our people'. 84 M. O'Brien writes to Fadden in August 1956: 
No doubt you have received other communications in connection with this matter. 
These communications would I believe indicate to you that the protest I am now making 
on behalf of this Union is not an isolated one. 85 
G.M. Dawson writes to Menzies in March 1956 that the continuation of testing: 
shows a shocking disregard for the interest of the people of this country. We are of the 
opinion that the views expressed here are the views of the great majority of the 
Australian population. 86 
Dawson also insisted that the issue should be debated in Parliament. 87 
One telegram from the U.A.W. to Menzies in March 1954 explains: '100 WOMEN 
REPRESENTATIVES PROTEST AGAINST H-BOMB EXPLOSIONS'.88 Another 
83 Political groups were as follows: Trade unions eighty three (23.71 %), trades and labor councils twenty nine 
(8.29%), the A.LP. nine (2.57%), local councils eight (2.29%). Women's groups comprised: Union of Australian 
Women seventy two (20.57%), Women's International League for Peace and Freedom seven (2%), Women's 
Christian Temperance Union four (l.l4%) and other women's groups twenty three (6.57%). 
84 F. Francis Whitney to Menzies, 7 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
85 M. O'Brien, Australian Railways Union Sydney, to Fadden, 8 Aug. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. Similar 
sentiments were expressed by Joy Sundfors to Beale, 30 Apr. 1955, NAA A6456/3 R087/057; J.R. Vaggers to 
Menzies, 29 Mar. 1956, & P.R. Wilkinson to N.E. Drury, M.H.R. Brisbane, 16 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2 
86 G.M. Dawson, Qld. Branch Building Workers Industrial Union of Australia, to Menzies, 12 Mar. 1956, NAA 
A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. A similar demand was made by L.C. Schellbach, Maryborough Trades & Labour Council, to 
Menzies, 29 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Telegram, U.A.W. to Menzies, 26 Mar. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt I. 
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telegram sent to Menzies in March 1956 tells of a mass meeting of Union members 
from the Ship Painters and Dockers Union. It explains: 
ATOMS FOR PEACE NOT WAR IS THE DESIRE OF EVERY LOVER OF 
AUSTRALIA STOP FOR HUMANITIES SAKE CANCEL THIS TEST.89 
In February 1956 R. Hurd writes to Menzies describing an anti-nuclear stop-work 
meeting in Western Australia attended by 230 members of the Seamen's Union of 
Australia.90 In April 1954 L.J. Troy writes to Menzies on behalf of the Union's 
Victorian branch, informing him that 500 members had voted for a resolution opposing 
the Australian government's nuclear policy.91 Others quote even larger numbers. In 
June 1956 a telegram to Fadden informed him that a mass meeting of 2,000 members of 
the Waterside Workers Federation protests any further testing in or near Australia.92 
Other letters explained how many people each delegate represented. In March 1956 E.J. 
Harvey, Secretary of the Wollongong South Coast Labour Council, writes to Menzies 
that his council represents 10,000 workers on the South Coast.93 F. Purse, Federal 
Secretary of the Building Workers' Industrial Union of Australia, writes to Menzies in 
April 1956 that their protest meeting articulated the views of more than 40,000 
Australian building workers and their families. 94 
Others sent petitions. In 1952 a group of thirty eight Western Australians wrote to 
Menzies protesting about the first planned tests at the Monte Bello islands off the West 
Australian coast, saying: 'the people of Australia should have been consulted first' .95 
At other times of public interest in nuclear issues there are similar flurries of activity. 
Between March and June 1954 eighteen writers collected 303 signatures, reflecting their 
anxiety about publicity given to the 'Bravo' tests. Between January and June 1956, in 
the months leading up to two series of trials in Australia, nine correspondents provided 
115 signatures. Some felt even this did not adequately capture the full measure of their 
anxiety. Reverend Dudley writes to Menzies in 1956 subm~tting a petition with thirty 
five signatures. He adds almost apologetically: 'Although it has not many signatures a 
considerable body of opinion in Wynyard District is in sympathy with the petition' .96 
89 Telegram, Ship Painters and Dockers Union, to Menzies, 3 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
90 R. Hurd, Seamen's Union of Australia W.A. branch, to Menzies, 29 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 1. 
91 L.J. Troy, Victorian Branch, Seamen's Union of Australia, to Menzies, 2 Apr. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt 1. 
92 Meredith, Waterside Workers Federation, to Fadden, 25 Jun. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
93 E.J. Harvey, Wollongong South Coast Labour Council, to Menzies, 17 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 44917 pt 2. 
94 F. Purse, Building Workers Industrial Union of Australia, to Menzies, 12 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
95 W.A. citizens to Menzies, 17 May 1952, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 1. 
96 Rev. Dudley to Menzies, 5 Jan. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt 3. 
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These petitions differed in levels of organisation: some consisted of a letter signed by 
several friends, while it is clear from the addresses written on others that the organiser 
knocked on doors in a local area to collect the signatures. Between March and May 
1954 Joyce Egan of the Sydney U.A.W. sent Menzies a petition containing 121 
signatures.97 Between May and July 1954 E. Plant of the Ryde Peace Convention 
provided 567 signatures.98 In October 1955 Jessie Appleton writes to Menzies on 
behalf of the Brisbane U.A.W. explaining that they have recently collected 2,300 
signatures from women who oppose further testing. 99 Over the period of eight years, 
between 1950 and 1957, the government received 1,721 signatures opposing further 
atomic tests. 
Correspondents tried to demonstrate a commonly held community opinion in several 
other ways. In April 1956 S. J. Clark cited recent Gallup Poll results reporting that 48% 
of respondents opposed the tests at Monte Bello, while only 43 % were in favour. 100 In 
the same month 0. Meredith writes: 'One only has to refer to the forthright statements 
in the Public Press to prove that Australian citizens are opposed to atomic weapon tests 
taking place in Australia' .101 Some writers cited world-wide public opinion or 
international petitions. F.H. Matzkows writes to Menzies in October 1955 reminding 
him of the 65 million signatures on the Vienna Appeal at the World Peace Conference. 
He believed this indicates that 'common people throughout the world desire their 
banning' .102 In August 1955 J. Wright writes to Menzies on behalf of his union urging 
him to support the Vienna appeal, which 2,348 members of the union throughout 
Sydney workshops have already signed. 103 
Many correspondents also conducted their own opinion polls. Enid Hampson from the 
Sydney branch of the U.A.W. writes to Menzies in March 1956 informing him they 
have conducted a poll asking women: 'What is your opinion on the atomic tests to take 
place this year in or near Australia? Should they take place?' She writes: 
97 Joyce Egan, Sydney U.A.W., to Menzies, 7 Apr. 1954, undated, 12 May 1954, 14 May 1954, 26 May 1954, & 29 
May 1954, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt 1. 
98 E. Plant, Secretary, Ryde Peace Convention, to Menzies, 15 May 1954, 26 May 1954, undated, 24 Jun. 1954, & 15 
Jul. 1954, NAA A462/18 449/2 pt I. 
99 This petition is not attached to the letter in the file and thus 1 have not included the number of signatures in the total 
count. Jessie M. Appleton, Brisbane Branch U.A. W. to Menzies, 20 Oct. 1955, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 1. 
100 S.J. Clark to Menzies, 30 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. Clark is referring to Australian Gallup Poll, no. 
1163, Mar. 1956. 
IOI 0. Meredith to Menzies, 5 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
102 F.H. Matzkows to Menzies, 8 Oct. 1955, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 1. 
103 J. Wright, Sheet Metal Working Agricultural Implement & Stovemaking Industrial Union of Australia N.S.W. 
branch, to Menzies, 12 Aug. 1955, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt 2. 
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So far 188 opinions from a cross section of women have been sought in five Sydney 
suburbs and in Wollongong and of these 80.8% indicate they are opposed to the test 
taking place, 16.4% have NO opinion on the matter and 2.8% say YES. In view of 
these figures it is evident that the great majority of Australian women would be opposed 
to these tests, and we ask your Government to reconsider its decision and cancel these 
tests in the interest of the health and well being of Australian women and children.104 
The following month Hampson writes again to say a further 143 women have been 
surveyed. Of these 93.7% are opposed to the tests. She concludes: 'There is a 
substantial increase in the number of women who did not wish the tests to take place'. 105 
Other branches of the U.A.W. undertook similar polls. In September 1956 the 
Blackbum branch sent a telegram to Fadden saying that fifty nine out of seventy one 
women interviewed in the area were opposed to any further tests. 106 In July 1956 Irene 
Arrowsmith from the South Coast branch wrote to Menzies, saying that members had 
been concerned about the issue for some time. In order to question 'as many people as 
possible and from all sections of the community' their branch had set up a stall for a 
week at the Wollongong markets, 'where the majority of the people from all over the 
District do their shopping'. 97.5% of those polled during this time believed the tests 
should cease, 2% thought they should continue, and 0.5% had no opinion. She writes: 
Following upon this a deputation to our local M.H.R. Mr Kearney was held comprising 
delegates from a large number of local women's organisations and it was quite obvious 
that so far as our district is concerned the people certainly do not want any more nuclear 
weapon tests or atom explosions in or around Australia. 107 
Regardless of the type of letters sent, officials did not tailor responses to different types 
of activism. These correspondents also received a standard two paragraph reply. 
Gallup polls did indicate that by this time in 1956 a majority of those surveyed opposed 
the atomic tests. The difference in figures - 80.8%, 93.7% and 97.5% opposed (from 
the U.A.W. surveys) when compared to the 43% and 47% opposed in the March and 
December 1956 Gallup polls - reflects both who is being surveyed and the negative 
wording of the U.A.W. poll questions. 108 
104 Enid Hampson, Sydney Branch U.A. W. to Menzies, 19 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
105 Enid Hampson, Sydney Branch U.A.W. to Menzies, 10 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
106 Blackburn group U.A.W. to Fadden, 10 Sep. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
107 Irene Arrowsmith, South Coast Branch U.A. W., to Menzies, 26 Jun. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
108 Australian Gallup Poll, no. 1224, Dec. 1956; Australian Gallup Poll, no. 1163, March 1956. Similar results to the 
U.A. W. polls were provided by other surveys. In May 1956 workers from the Amalgamated Postal Workers Union 
in Sydney surveyed 412 employees and their families. 407 (98%) supported ending proposed testing in Australia. 
Similarly, in a Chullura Progress Association doorknocking poll only one respondent out of forty five favoured the 
continuing of tests. J.C. McKinnon, J. Ferguson, P.P. Cowe & M.H. Hawkins, Amalgamated Postal Workers Union 
Sydney, to Menzies, 14 May 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2; Win Olive, Chullura Progress Association, N.S. W., to 
Menzies, 23 Jul. 1956, NAA A462/18 449/7 pt 2. 
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Several correspondents demanded that the government conduct a referendum on atomic 
testing. The Secretary of the Seamen's Union in Newcastle writes to Beale in July 1956 
demanding that the tests 'be stopped immediately in line with public opinion'. The 
twenty four signatories write: 
We dare you to take this vital question, or should we say acts of irresponsible people, to 
the people of Australia in the form of a referendum, and let them decide and show their 
opinion on the issue. 109 
What is most compelling about these letters is the way that each writer declared that the 
letter was their 'act of protest'. A.C. Clarke writes to Menzies in 1952: 'I feel that, as a 
citizen of this democratic country, I can do no other than record my strong protest'. 110 
R. Gilchrist writes to Menzies in March 1956: 'We women regard it as no less our duty 
to register our protests in defence of ourselves, our children, and our children's 
children' .111 The persistence of some writers is also notable. Many, especially from the 
U.A.W., wrote repeated letters, demanding a more satisfactory reply. 
The Communist Party, both in Australia and internationally, was greatly involved in the 
peace movement. In Australia many were members of the Australian Peace Council. 
The C.P .A. also supported international ventures such as the Stockholm appeal to ban 
atomic weapons. Although many leftist intellectuals participated in these activities, 
they were not necessarily under the control of Party leadership. Conservatives, the 
press, and general opinion in Australia ignored these distinctions. Peace activities were 
labelled 'communist fronts' and the movement was accused of having subversive 
intentions. For many, who were either members of the party or on its fringes, this peace 
activism allowed the expression of concern about militaristic cold war policies, in 
particular the stockpiling of atomic weapons. This concern was reflected through 
several letter writing campaigns and in the large number of letters received from 
communist and communist-influenced organisations. 112 These included the C.P.A., the 
109 Secretary, Seamen's Union S.S. River loddon, Newcastle, to Beale, 19 Jul. 1956, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. A 
similar demand came from C.M. Dann, Combined Women's Committee, Bowen, to Menzies, 27 Sep. 1955, NAA 
A462/18 449/2 pt 3. 
l IO A.C. Clarke to Menzies, 18 Feb. 1952, NAA A462/18 44917 pt I. 
111 R. Gilchrist to Menzies, 14 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/18 44917 pt 2. 
112 In March 1954 the Ryde Peace Committee published a form letter in its newspaper calling for an end to all atomic 
and hydrogen bomb tests, asking readers to sign it and send it to the Prime Minister. Ten of these letters were 
received in April 1954, NAA A462/12 449/2 pt 1. During 1955 the Australian Peace Council arranged screenings of 
the Japanese film Children of Hiroshima. Those who saw the film were encouraged to sign a form letter calling on 
the government to secure the abolition of atomic weapons. They were then sent individually to the Prime Minister. 
Such letters were filed with other anti-nuclear correspondence, but the correspondents did not receive any reply (this 
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Eureka Youth League, the Australian Peace Council, the Union of Australian Women, 
New Theatre, and the Australian-Soviet Friendship Society, as well as communist-
influenced trade unions. 
Of the letters from organisations, 106 (30.3%) came from women's groups. The 
majority of these (seventy two or 20.6%), came from the Union of Australian Women. 
Launched in 1950, the U.A.W. aimed to promote the causes of 'world peace, the 
protection of the home and the raising of women's status' .113 Given the climate of the 
time, the organisation was wary of emphasising its affiliation with the C.P .A., instead 
attempting to attract women from all political persuasions. At a local level branches 
appealed to women to join by fostering a sense of community through activities such as 
sewing circles, dance groups, and craft classes. 
The U.A.W. also identified peace as a women's issue. Its journal Our Women provided 
information about the effects of atomic tests and advocated that readers become 
involved in anti-testing activities, such as writing letters and visiting political 
representatives. 114 There was some overlap of membership with other peace groups, 
with some members supporting the activities of the Australian Peace Council. The 
U.A.W. also initiated its own peace activities - leafleting, door knocking and so on. As 
well as their prolific letter writing, members of the U.A.W. also demonstrated their 
opposition to atomic testing by painting slogans on shopping bags, aprons or scarves. 115 
It is. clear that several correspondents also saw nuclear weapons as a class issue. M. 
Masson writes angrily to Menzies in April 1954 about the dangers the tests pose to 
children world wide. She adds: 'It is always the working class children who are the first 
to suffer in war' .116 
Communist-influenced umons, such as the Waterside Workers Federation and the 
Building Worker's Industrial Union, also took an interest in the testing issue. In 1956 
may have been a general policy in regard to fonn letters). These letters are found in NAA A462/2 449/2 pt2, NAA 
A462/2 449/2 pt3 & NAA A462/2 44917 pt2. 
113 Joy Damousi, Women come rally: socialism, communism and gender in Australia 1890-1955. (Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), p 152. 
114 "Women speak out against bomb tests", Our Women, Oct.-Dec. 1956, pp 10-11; "Cry horror- end H-tests!", Our 
Women, Mar.-May 1956, p5. 
115 Barbara Curthoys & Audrey McDonald, More than a hat and glove brigade: the story of the Union of Australian 
Women. (Sydney: Bookpress, 1996), pp70-6; Union of Australian Women. For the rights of women: Three decades 
of struggle, 1950-1980. 30th anniversary Union of Australian Women. (Sydney: U.A.W., 1980), p8. 
116 M. Masson to Menzies, I Apr. 1954, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt 1. 
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trade unionists m Adelaide and Brisbane protested against further British tests in 
Australia. In Perth the Seamen's Union threatened strikes if the supplies they handled 
were destined for Monte Bello. 117 
The latter half of the 1950s also saw the beginnings of change in the composition of the 
peace movement. The movement was thrown into turmoil in 1956 after the C.P.A.'s 
failure to condemn the Soviet invasion of Hungary. Many left the C.P .A. but remained 
active in the peace movement. This resulted in the peace movement losing some of its 
appearance of communist dominance. There was increased participation by unions, and 
also, gradually, by members of the A.LP .118 The A.C.T.U. and its state branches, as 
well as the conservative Australian Worker's Union (A.W.U.) registered strong anti-
testing protests. Tom Dougherty, A.W.U. Secretary, stated that: 'Britain had no right to 
use Australia as a dumping ground for her bombs' .119 At the A.W.U. annual convention 
in January 1957 Dougherty called on the union to support a ban on weapon 
production. 120 After the A.LP. split, members of the party were no longer forbidden to 
take part in Australian Peace Council activities. Many attended the 'Australian 
Assembly for Peace' held in Melbourne in August 1956. During the A.LP. Federal 
conference in 1957 Evatt claimed that the British were taking absurd risks with atomic 
weapons, and in 1958 the A.LP. approved a nation-wide demonstration against 
testing. 121 
A significant proportion of letters (thirty seven or 10.6%) came from seamen or 
seamen's organisations. 122 Many delegates wrote expressing concern about both 
American and British testing in the Pacific. Others demanded - often in the form of a 
telegram from a vessel at sea - an end to the tests in Australia. One such telegram said 
succinctly: 
WE CREW SS RIVER BURNETT VEHEMENTLY PROTEST AGAINST 
EXPLOSION OF ATOMIC BOMB AT MONTE BELLO WE BELIEVE IT IS NOT 
117 Milliken, No conceivable injury, pl 86. 
118 Carter, "Opposition to nuclear weapons in Australia", pp55-7. 
119 Quoted in Summy & Saunders, "Disarmament", p28. 
120 Summy & Saunders, "Disarmament", p29; Ralph Summy, "The Australian Peace Council and the Anti-communist 
milieu, 1949-1965," in Charles Chatfield & Peter van den Dungen (eds.) Peace Movements and Political Culture. 
(University of Tennesse Press, Knoxville, 1988), p246. 
121 Summy, "The Australian Peace Council", p246; Carter, "The peace movement in the 1950s," p67. 
122 As they formed a notable sub-group with specific concerns I separated these organisations from the broader 
division of trade unions. 
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FOR THE BETTERMENT OF MANKIND ITS ONLY PURPOSE IS FOR THE 
DESTRUCTION OF MANKIND. 123 
Why would seamen in particular be concerned? Many cited the Fukuryu Maru incident. 
In March 1956 G. Maher, representing the Seamen's Union of Fremantle, writes to 
Menzies: 'We point out that Japanese fishermen were killed and others still suffer 
radiation sickness caused by an atomic explosion at a greater distance from the source 
than are the areas of West Australia'. 124 In April 1956 seamen from the M.V. Duntroon 
sent a telegram to Menzies asking: 
ARE OUR WOMEN AND CHILDREN TO SUFFER THE SAME FATE AS THE 
JAPANESE FISHERMEN IF SO WHO WILL THE GUILT FALL UPON. 125 
Another delegate notes with more restraint that previous tests 'have resulted in some 
alarming incidents'. 126 In December 1954, seamen from the Bungaree cited the Bikini 
tests, writing to Menzies of their anxiety that the 'unknown quantity' of the tests meant 
that the results were uncontrollable. 127 
It seems clear that seamen felt that radiation from the atomic trials posed a particular 
danger to their livelihood. They also feared personal injury. D. Kelly, from the 
Newcastle branch of the Seamen's Union of Australia, writes to Menzies in March 
1956: 'These atomic tests are a source of danger to the people of Australia in general, 
and in particular to the seamen who operate the ships in these waters' .128 D. Ling sent a 
telegram to Menzies in February 1956, saying: 
COMARA SEAMEN MAINTAIN THEIR LNES ENDANGERED BY A BOMB 
EXPLOSION DEMAND IMMEDIATE CANCELLATION OF ATROCIOUS 
WEAPON TESTS.129 
Another group expressmg particular concerns were local councils in regional and 
country areas. They felt that because of their rural location they were in particular 
danger from the possible spread of radioactivity across the mainland. The Council of 
Leeton Shire (located in the Riverina area in southern New South Wales) resolved to 
protest against both the planned British H-bomb test at Christmas Island and 'against 
123 S.S. River Burnett telegram to Menzies, 14 May 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
124 G. Maher, Seamen's Union Fremantle to Menzies, 7 Mar. 1954, NAA A462/18 44'9/7 pt 2. 
125 Seamen M. V. Duntroon telegram to Menzies, 18 Apr. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2 
126 K. Moltzen, Seamen's Union Delegate to Menzies, 7 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt 2. 
127 Seamen Bungaree telegram to Menzies, 3 Dec. 1954, NAA A462/l 8 449/2 pt 2. 
128 D. Kelly, Newcastle Branch Seamen's Union of Australia to Menzies, 12 Mar. 1956, NAA A462/l8 449/7 pt 2. 
129 D. ling Comara Seamen telegram to Menzies, 28 Feb. 1956, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 pt l. 
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hydrogen and atom bombs of any description being let off in any part of the world'. 130 
The council sent a circular letter to other N.S.W. councils urging them to contact the 
government with their concerns. Although several councillors dissented from this 
action, arguing that the issue was not a local government one, the motion was passed. 
The campaign received some support from across the state, with councils in East 
Maitland, Deniliquin, Pt Macquarie and Kiama all sending similar letters of protest. 131 
H. Lyons, the Secretary of the Kiama Council, writes to his local M.P.: 
The devastation and misery which was caused by the explosion of the bomb at 
Hiroshima is known to several of our Aldermen, and it is in this knowledge that it is 
considered steps should be taken to ban all hydrogen and atomic bomb tests throughout 
the world. 132 
The timing of the letters 
An American study of opm10n polling about atomic weapons suggests that the 
frequency of the polls themselves indicate peaks of community disquiet about atomic 
weapons. 133 Similarly, the protest letters demonstrate how concerns about atomic 
weapon testing fluctuated throughout this period. Figure 6.1 shows the distribution of 
letters over the most active part of the period. 
There are three clear peaks of activity. One occurs around April 1954, one in mid-1955, 
and one between February and September 1956. For my current purpose, the middle 
peak can be disregarded, as most of these letters came from the organised Children of 
Hiroshima campaign. One obvious explanation for the upsurge of interest in 1954 is 
rising concern about the hydrogen bomb. This new weapon received a great deal of 
press coverage at the time, as scientists, politicians and social commentators discussed 
its frightening implications. This raises a further obvious question. If these letters are 
reactions to the dissemination of knowledge about the H-bomb, should they be 
categorised with the letters protesting atomic trials in Australia? Or are they separate 
issues? 
130 "Protest against Hydrogen Bomb Explosions", Item 16, no. 26044, Leeton Shire Council Minutes, May 1957. 
131 J. Hague, East Maitland Lower Hunter Shire Council, East Maitland to A. Fairhall, Minister for the Interior, 31 
May 1957, A.C. Jackson, Deniliquin Council to Shire Clerk, Leeton, 12 Jun. 1957, A.C. Jackson, Deniliquin Council 
to J.A. Lawson, M.P., 12 Jun. 1957, G. Percy, Pt MacQuarie Council to Mr P.E. Lucock, M.P, 12 Jun. 1957, H. 
Lyons, Kiama Council N.S.W. to H.J. Bate, M.P., 19 Jun. 1957, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
132 H. Lyons, Kiama Council N.S.W. to H.J. Bate, M.P., 19 Jun. 1957, NAA A6456/3 R087/057. 
133 Bernard M. Kramer, S. Michael Kalick & Michael A. Milburn, "Attitudes towards nuclear weapons and nuclear 
war: 1945-1982'', Journal of Social Issues, 39(1), 1983, pp7-24. 
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Figure 6.1: The distribution of letters over time. (Figures compiled from NAA A462/l 8 449/2 
parts 1-3, NAA A462/18 449/7 parts 1-2, NAA A6456/3 R087/15, NAA A6456/3 R087/057, & 
NAA A6456/3 R087/030.) 
I argue that correspondents tended to make no clear distinction between the two types of 
weapons. Most called for an end to the testing of 'atomic and hydrogen bombs' in or 
near Australia, even after the government's repeated statements that no H-bomb would 
be tested at Maralinga. Further, the letters' focus tended to be ending the tests in 
Australia, not disarmament. A minority of the letters asked that if it was absolutely 
necessary for testing to continue, could it be done elsewhere? Although many 
correspondents did call for the government's support in ending atomic testing world 
wide, others felt disarmament was either dangerous (allowing the Soviet Union to get 
ahead in the arms race) or a desirable but impractical goal. 134 
Contemporary Gallup polls suggest that publicity about the H-bomb did affect attitudes 
towards 'normal' atomic weapons. In December 1954 those polled were asked whether 
they favoured or opposed the use of the rocket range in central Australia for testing 
hydrogen bombs. 55% were opposed, 29% in favour, and 16% undecided. 
Respondents were then reminded that 'ordinary A-bombs' had already been exploded 
there. They were asked whether they were for or against using the range for these 
ordinary atomic bombs. 41 % were opposed, 42% in favour, and 17% were undecided. 
This is a noticeable shift from a poll taken in March 1952, when a clear majority 
favoured using this range for atomic tests. (58% favoured, 29% opposed, 13% 
undecided.) 135 
There is no single event providing stimulus for the steady level of letters that arrived 
throughout 1955. It is possible these letters were underpinned by the amount of 
information available about the hydrogen bomb. Throughout 1954the U.S. government 
appeared reluctant to release any information. Press speculation continued throughout 
the year, often in the form of dramatic coverage. Pix, for example, featured a three page 
spread titled "Hydrogen bomb horror". The article contained only four small 
paragraphs of text. The remaining pages are devoted to the frightening still photographs 
taken from a U.S. government film. Like earlier publicity about Hiroshima, the article 
personified the damage, showing a diagram of an explosion marking its 100 mile 
diameter from Melbourne to Shepparton. 136 
134 Polls also indicate support for disarmament grew from 1954 to 1956. In July 1954 63% of Gallup poll 
respondents thought it was impossible to ban the atomic bomb (24% possible, 13% no opinion). In December 1956 
66% said they would like their party to support international moves to end atomic weapon tests. Australian Gallup 
poll, no. I 024, Jul. 1954, Australian Gallup poll, no. 1225A, Dec. 1956. 
135 Australian Gallup Poll, no. 1956, Dec. 1954, Australian Gallup Poll, no. 848, Mar. 1952. 
136 "Hydrogen bomb horror", Pix, Apr. 1954, pp29-31. 
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Other events kept nuclear issues in the news. Aikichi Kuboyama, one of the Japanese 
fishermen poisoned by the U.S. H-bomb test, died in September 1954. 137 The 
remaining fishermen were not released from hospital until May 1955. During 1955 
much publicity was given to the 'Hiroshima maidens', twenty five Japanese women 
who travelled to the U.S. for reconstructive surgery from wounds inflicted at 
Hiroshima. 138 Also in 1955 the public was reminded of the 10th anniversary of the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, with Japanese peace groups arranging protest 
action on the anniversary date. 
In 1956, figure 6.1 shows a more sustained peak of letter writing from February to 
October. This reflected the increasing unpopularity of the testing programme, as well as 
publicity given to the two series of trials in 1956. (The Mosaic trials at Monte Bello on 
the 16th March and the 19th June, and the Buffalo trials at Maralinga on the 27th 
September, and the 4th, 11th and 22nd of October.) The graph also indicates that more 
of these letters came from groups, suggesting an increase in organised activism. 
I have been arguing for the letters' intrinsic interest and importance as they provide a 
valuable glimpse into nuclear unease. Is it possible to extrapolate and say anything 
definite about the concerns of the wider community from these examples? The short 
answer is no. Although the Gallup Polls from 1956 do indicate opposition to the testing 
programme there is not enough evidence about public opinion to comment on why this 
is so. It is difficult to tell if a majority of the population also held the same fears: 
radioactive fallout, genetic damage, doubt of scientists' assurances, and changes to the 
weather. Weart's study of U.S. attitudes towards atomic testing does suggest that these 
fears were neither unusual or isolated. 139 
Spencer Weart, Eugene Rosi and Costandina Titus have studied U.S. responses to 
nuclear testing. 140 While the health issues were seen similarly, Australians' reactions 
differed because of their peripheral position in the Cold War arena. Although still 
137 Ralph E. Lapp, The voyage of the Lucky Dragon. (Hannondsworth: Penguin Books, 1957), p152-56. 
138 Rodney Barker, The Hiroshima Maidens: a story of courage, compassion and survival. (New York: Viking, 
1985). 
139 Weart, Nuclear Fear, pl87. 
140 Spencer Weart, Nuclear Fear, pp! 99-214; Eugene J. Rosi, "Mass and tentative opinion on nuclear weapons tests 
and fallout, 1954-1963", Public opinion quarterly, 29, I 965, pp280-97; A. Costandina Titus, Bombs in the backyard: 
Atomic testing and American politics. (Reno & Las Vegas: University of Nevada Press, 1986). 
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entwined within Cold War perceptions, the Australian situation was notably different. 
As Barbara Carter observes, the British atomic programme 'was not seen as central to 
the fate of the world in the same way as that of the U.S. and the Soviet Union'. 141 This 
can be seen, for example, by some correspondents' fears that allowing testing here 
would make Australia a nuclear target (whereas for U.S. citizens this was assumed 
already), or in the claim that a British atomic arsenal was not necessary because 
Australia already sheltered under the U.S. atomic umbrella. 
These letters provide a glimpse at the texture of Australian nuclear fears. The 
correspondents expressed personal concerns: fear of injury to themselves, their family 
or their descendants, or of damage to the countryside itself. These fears were allayed to 
some extent by the end of the testing programme in 1963, and further by the signing of a 
treaty in the same year by the U.K., U.S. and U.S.S.R. which banned testing in the 
atmosphere, outer space and under water. Anxiety that experts were concealing the 
truth about the testing remained, reappearing years later: in Australian reactions to 
French nuclear testing in the Pacific, the 1985 Royal Commission into British Nuclear 
Tests in Australia, and in recent allegations that Australian soldiers were used as guinea 
pigs at Maralinga by the British. 
141 Carter, "Opposition to nuclear weapons in Australia, 1949-1965'', p89. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: PEELING BACK THE LAYERS: REVISITING 
HIROSHIMA, 1945-1965 
'It took the world longer than might have been expected to see the full significance of Hiroshima's 
destruction'. 1 
'The bomb has left the fear that its mark will never fade'. 2 
In 1958 Australians were confronted by a shocking art exhibition showing paintings of 
Hiroshima: piles of bodies, bodies hanging from trees, bodies turned to ash. The focus 
on human suffering challenged earlier accounts of the bombing which were 
characterised by the complete absence of human victims. This exhibition was one 
encounter that allowed Australians to 'revisit' Hiroshima. It was in these revisitations 
that more information was learnt, photographs seen for the first time, understandings 
were challenged, or reinforced. Since 1945 Hiroshima had been invoked as a warning, 
as an example of how atomic warfare could be survived, to imagine the next world war 
and to reflect on the victims' experiences.3 Revisiting Hiroshima could be a 
controversial, emotional, fleeting or superficial experience, but it was rarely a simple 
one. 
Visiting Hiroshima 
Australians' immediate reactions to the bombing of Hiroshima were muted. Opinion 
polling showed that only a minority of respondents disapproved of the bombing. 83% 
thought its use justified while 12% thought it wrong.4 Australians' perceptions of the 
bombing were entwined with relief at the war's end and disgust at stories about the 
Japanese treatment of prisoners of war. 
Some Australians had a closer perspective on the atomic bombings of both Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. The Japanese were detaining Australian prisoners of war near Nagasaki 
1 "Hiroshima and atoms for peace'', Sydney Morning Herald, 6 Aug. 1955, p2. 
2 Quoted in "The bomb they ignore'', The Age (Saturday Review), 1 Aug. 1970, pl l. 
3 On the contradictory meanings and uses of Hiroshima as a symbol, see Paul Boyer, Fallout: a historian reflects on 
America's half-century encounter with nuclear weapons. (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1998); Boyer, 
"Exotic Resonances", pp297-3 l 8; John Dower, "The Bombed: Hiroshimas and Nagasakis in Japanese Memory", 
Diplomatic History, 19(2), Spring 1995, pp275-295; John Dower, "Hiroshima, Nagasaki and the politics of memory," 
Technology Review, 98(6), Aug.-Sep. 1995, pp48-51. 
4 Australian Gallup Poll, no. 302, Sep. 1945. 
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when it was bombed. 5 In the post-war years Australians comprised about 33% of the 
British Commonwealth Occupation Force. During their time in Japan the B.C.O.F. 
stationed the 34th Australian Infantry Brigade in the Hiroshima prefecture. 6 
The pilgrimage to Hiroshima featured in many soldiers' accounts of the occupation. 
Peter Bates explains that: 
after the first sightseeing curiosity had been satisfied at Hiroshima, many officers and 
men preferred to ignore the town, not because there was any fear of radiation (the 
danger was unknown at that time) but because of the doubts and depression it caused.7 
Larry Lacey recalls: 
Visits to Hiroshima were frequent and although by now I was no stranger to destruction 
caused by bombing I think the approaches to this city made the greatest and most 
lasting impact of my journeys. I do not ever recollect visiting that flattened city without 
feeling a sense of awe at the havoc and death caused in one brief moment on that fateful 
morning in August '45. The further I progressed, the deeper the feeling. 8 
I.A. Wood recalls a doctor showing him around a hospital in Hiroshima: 
He took us into a couple of wards and showed us some atomic burn cases. The sight of 
the red welts across the people's bodies made me feel sick and I don't get sick easily. 
There were people whose one side of their body was horribly burned and disfigured, 
while the other side looked untouched, quite normal.9 
Some, such as Philip Green, recorded the physical destruction he saw. 10 Others only 
saw ghosts. A.W. John, Deputy Director of the Australian Army Education Service, 
recalls that his guide 'pointed out where someone had rested on the steps of a bank and 
being vaporised, had left a shadow' .11 
For some, these encounters raised uncomfortable questions about the bombing. Joan 
Haigh writes in her diary in June 194 7: 
Hiroshima was very interesting to see and the damage is incredible but I couldn't help 
feeling ashamed that we, the Allies, had to do it. It truly was a terrible thing to have to 
do and yet of course, I know it was war and had to be done. 12 
5 For an example of these reminiscences see Hugh V. Clarke, Last stop Nagasaki! (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1984), 
Hugh V. Clarke, Twighlight liberation: Australian prisoners of war between Hiroshima and home. (Sydney: Allen 
& Unwin, 1985) & the anecdotes quoted in Saunders, "The world was black", p146-7. 
6 James Wood, The forgotten force: the Australian military contribution to the occupation of Japan, 1945-1952. 
(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1998). 
7 Peter Bates, Japan and the British Commonwealth Occupation Force, 1946-52. (London: Brassey's, 1993), pp53, 
61. 
8 Larry Lacey (ed.) B.C.O.F.: an unofficial history. (Yamba: L. Lacey, 1995), p80. 
9 Ian A. Wood, On patrol with the B.C.O.F. in Japan. (Mudgeeraba, Qld.: I.A. Wood, 1994), p62. 
10 Philip M. Green, "Pikadon!" in Memories of occupied Japan. (Blackheath, N.S.W.: P. Green, 1987), pp69-73. 
11 Arthur W. John, Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown: a history of the British Commonwealth Occupation 
Force, Japan. (Cheltenham, Vic.: Gen Publishers, 1987), p20. 
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Initially the Australian media did show some interest in this expeditionary force. One 
report announcing the Australian presence in Hiroshima comments that 'Hiroshima is 
still a ghost city, where scarcely a stone stands upon a stone' .13 A month later the first 
troops to arrive were reportedly shocked into silence by the devastation. 14 Most 
contemporary newspaper reports about the Australian role seemed indifferent to their 
impressions of the ruined city. Major stories concentrated instead on issues of 
fraternisation, venereal disease and the possibility that the Australians were responsible 
for fathering a brood of illegitimate children. 15 The soldiers themselves tended not to 
publicise their experiences. Visiting Hiroshima in 1948, Frank Clune comments: 
'Australians were given the responsibility of occupying the district surrounding 
Hiroshima. Many know more than I, but are silent'. 16 This perhaps reflects both a 
general lack of sympathy 'back home' for the Japanese experience, but also Australians' 
typical lack of interest in world affairs and their desire to return to normalcy after the 
disruptions of the war. 
The selection of photographs published reflects this lack of sympathy for the Japanese 
experience. The Argus printed two photographs under the heading "Diggers study atom 
bomb damage". 17 The first shows two soldiers sightseeing. One is cradling a mass of 
molten glass fused together by the explosion while the other takes a photograph of it. 
The second shows a seated Japanese man next to two children. The caption notes: 
'Their tin shanty, built of salvaged material, is in what was supposed to be a radio-
active area' .18 The emphasis on the physical damage - the curiosities like fused glass -
rather than on victims complements the choice of a healthy Japanese family. 
During this period in Australia there are few mentions of Hiroshima. In discussions 
about the atomic bomb there are sometimes revealing glimpses. In an A.B.C. Forum of 
the Air held on the 22nd August 1945 the audience laughed when one listener asked 
whether the speakers thought the Allies should rebuild Hiroshima at their expense. 
(C.E.W. Bean said no). 19 When Wilfred Burchett published an account of his 
12 Joan Haigh, With the 'Y' B.C.O.F. in Japan and Germany. (Australia: J.Haigh, 1995), p6. 
13 "Australians to occupy Hiroshima", Argus, 2 Jan. 1946, p I. 
14 "Atom bomb ruin staggers Australians in Japan'', Argus, 18 Feb. 1946, p20. 
15 "Hiroshima orphans: B.C.O.F. defended'', Sydney Morning Herald, 26 Apr. 1948, p3; "Big job well done by 
B.C.O.F. in Japan", Sydney Morning Herald, 27 Apr. 1948, p2; Wood, The Forgotten Force, p103. 
16 Frank Clune, Ashes of Hiroshima: a post-war trip to Japan & China. (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1950), pix. 
17 "Diggers study atom bomb damage", Argus, 20 Feb. 1946, p13. 
18 "Diggers study atom bomb damage", p13. 
19 A.B.C., "Can world civilisation survive the atomic bomb", pl 9. 
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Hiroshima experience m 1946, as a postscript to his book Democracy with a 
Tommygun, it received little critical attention.20 
In 1948 an interdenominational body called the 'Fellowship of Reconciliation', led by 
Rev. H.E. Rowland, held a service at Wesley Chapel in Sydney to commemorate the 
third anniversary of Hiroshima's bombing. Fifty people attended the service.21 Perhaps 
more representative was the B.C.O.F. Commander in Chiefs comments at a ceremony 
held at about the same time in Hiroshima. Lieutenant General H.C.H. Robertson (an 
Australian) told the Japanese audience that the atomic bombing was their own fault, and 
'we hope you will not forget it'. 22 
At Bikini Atoll: cliches, a paradox and a new danger 
In August 1945 the atomic bomb story caught the world press by surprise. When the 
U.S. government conducted a series of tests at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific in June 1946 
they were eager to make amends. The Australian papers snapped up news reports from 
their foreign agencies and sent E.W. MacAlpine as the Australian press representative.23 
Radio stations broadcast a live description of the test. 24 
During the period leading up to the tests, scientists and amateurs world wide speculated 
about possible repercussions. Reports suggested that the warships would melt in the 
heat of the explosions, they would irradiate all nearby fish, produce extra waves, or split 
the sea bed open.25 The first test, code named 'Able', disappointed the media audience 
as the bomb fell two miles off target. The second test, 'Baker', conducted underwater, 
was much more spectacular. 
The reports from these tests carried a dual message. One warned about the danger of 
radiation, the other claimed that you could survive an atomic explosion. These news 
20 Wilfred Burchett, Democracy with a Tommygun. (Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1946), pp26 l-291. Burchett later 
returned to this experience in Wilfred Burchett, Passport: an autobiography. (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson, 1969), 
ppl57-l 76; Burchett, At the Barricades, pp! 06-117 & Burchett Shadows of Hiroshima. His article was reprinted in 
1983 in Shadows of Hiroshima, pp34-36. 
21 "World peace service", Sydney Morning Herald, 7 Aug. 1948, p3. 
22 "Robertson's warning to Japanese", Sydney Morning Herald, 9 Aug. 1948, p3; "Japanese thanks for Australian's 
blunt talk", Sydney Morning Herald, 25 Aug. 1948, pl. 
23 E.W. Macalpine, "Scientists on way for atom test", Argus, 11 Jun. 1946, p5. 
24 For a description of the U.S. media frenzy see Boyer, By the Bomb's early light, p83; "Atomic fever grips U.S.A.", 
Argus, 1 Jun. 1946, p7. 
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reports also drew attention back to the experience of Hiroshima. In some cases this 
occurred simply because the press took the opportunity to mention other atomic stories. 
One example is a front page Sydney Morning Herald report citing the recently released 
United States Strategic Bombing Survey.26 It contained gruesome descriptions of how 
the bombs' victims died, but also suggested the atomic experience was survivable. The 
survey encouraged readers to think of the blast effect as more like a hurricane than an 
explosion. It also downplayed radiation. Standard concrete shelters, the Herald 
concludes, 'would have given complete protection' .27 
Media coverage of the Bikini tests contained similar incongruities about radiation and 
survival. In the place of Hiroshima's human victims were an array of animals - sheep, 
goats, mice and pigs. Some were tethered above deck, others locked below in cargo 
holds. The media anxiously reported their lingering deaths. One report claimed that if 
the Bikini fleet had been manned it would be helpless now because those not killed 
would be ill from radiation.28 Another began by dramatically stating: 'The first part of 
the present atomic bomb tests has established the fact that the atomic bomb is not a 
bomb at all in its most grievous use, but a realisation of the "death ray"' .29 
Paradoxically, many of these articles then concluded on an optimistic note, saying 
Bikini had proved that heavy concrete shelters would provide adequate protection.30 
Radioactivity proved to be a bigger story at Bikini than it had at Hiroshima. In 
December 1946 Vice-Admiral Blandy, 'Chief of Atomic Operations', cautioned that 
'poisonous radioactivity' released during atomic warfare could affect survivors' 
children and grandchildren. Dr Stafford Warren, chief of radiological safety at Bikini, 
advised that an atomic explosion in New York harbour could make the city a 'ghost 
town'. The following year a spate of articles appeared warning of the dangers of the 
25 "Warships will melt in the heat of atomic bombs'', Argus, 7 Feb. 1946, p2; "Effects of atom bomb on fish", Argus, 
2 Mar. 1946, p7; "Controversy over possible relationship", Argus, 5 Apr. 1946, p2; "Atom bomb might split bed of 
seas", Argus, 11 Apr. 1946, p2. 
26 The U.S. conducted this survey in Japan and Germany to gauge the consequences of different bombing methods. 
"Rays killed thousands in first raids", Sydney Morning Herald, I Jul. 1946, pl. A similar article appeared as "Two 
atomic bombs killed 120,000 people: Terrible effects at Nagasaki, Hiroshima", Argus, I Jul. 1946, p2. 
27 "Rays killed thousands in first raids", p I. 
28 '"Fleet would be helpless': effect of atom rays", Sydney Morning Herald, 5 Jul. 1946, p3. 
29 "Death rays at Bikini: test animals doomed", Sydney Morning Herald, 4 Jul. 1946, pl. Also see "Scientists see 
how animals react to atomic blast: many alive, but sick", Argus, 4 Jul. 1946, p5; "Blast of atom rays: 'More crippling 
than bomb'", Argus, 9 Jul. 1946, p5; "Animals used at Bikini fast dying", Argus, 16 Jul. 1946, p5; "84% of animals 
still alive at Bikini", Argus, 17 Jul. 1946, p7. 
30 "Death rays at Bikini: test animals doomed", p I. 
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Illustration 29: The Bikini explosion refocused public concern on the future of humanity. (Argus, 2 
July 1949, p3.) 
Illustration 30: Audiences were encouraged to view the Bikini tests as a spectacle. (Photograph 
courtesy of the Australian War Memorial, Accession no. 042812.) 
'mist of death'. 31 In 1948 David Bradley, a physician with the Radiological Survey 
Unit at Bikini, published No Place To Hide. Bradley's account of the tests sold well in 
the U.S., staying on the New York Times best seller list for ten weeks and appearing in 
the popular magazines Atlantic Monthly and Reader's Digest. 32 
Bradley complained that reports from Bikini, although well intentioned, were 'liberally 
seasoned with fantasy and superstition'.33 He warned of the 'lingering and insidious 
nature' of radiation. Although the Navy scrubbed down their ships, he noted that this 
seemed merely symbolic. There was no practical way to remove radioactivity from 
these surfaces. What would happen to cement surfaces in cities? Radioactivity would 
be 'an ideal weapon for use on civil populations'. Bikini, he writes, 'is not merely a 
ravaged and useless little atoll in the deep far Pacific. Bikini is our world'.34 
Visual portrayals of the Bikini tests also contained these complex messages. They, too, 
echoed the Hiroshima experience. An excellent example of this is the Pathe newsreel 
"Experiment with Death", shown in Australia in July and August of 1946. It offers 
viewers a confusing montage of reporting from Bikini, warnings about the future and 
flashbacks to the Hiroshima experience. 35 
The film opens with a sombre caption warning of the seriousness of the 'incalculable 
new force'. The now familiar mushroom cloud appears while in the background a 
metronome ticks loudly. Over a map of Bikini, the voiceover intones that eight months 
before, an American plane had dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, killing 90,000 
people 'in one moment'. This time the U.S. crew are better prepared: 'Unlike at 
Hiroshima, they know the only victims will be goats and other animals'. Bikini, then, is 
to be an unambiguous display of atomic power. There are no uncomfortable questions 
about the choice of target and audiences are clearly encouraged to enjoy this visual 
spectacle. 
31 "Terrible effects of atom bomb", Argus, 31 Oct. 1946, p5. For examples of these articles see David B. Parker, 
"Mist of death over New York", Reader's Digest, Apr. 1947, pp7-10; Edward P. Morgan, "The A-bomb's invisible 
offspring", Collier's, 9 Aug. 1947, ppl8-9; "What science learned at Bikini", Life, 11Aug.1947, pp78-80. 
32 David Bradley, No place to hide. (Boston: Atlantic Monthly, 1948); Boyer, By the Bomb's early light, p91. 
33 Bradley, No place to hide, pxxi. 
34 Bradley, No place to hide, ppxxi, xiii, xvii, I 02, 131-2. 
35 "Experiment with death", Pathe newsreel, 1946, episode title no. I 070, National Film & Sound Archive. Also 
"Newsreel shows Hiroshima horror after atom bomb", Argus, 16 Aug. 1946, p6 & "First films of Bikini atom bomb", 
Argus, 18 Jul. 1946, p24. 
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Over a cartoon explosion and another mushroom cloud the voiceover declares: 
The world today knows what the atom bomb did to Hiroshima and to Nagasaki. Think 
for a moment what it could do to Australian cities. One bomb. 800,000 dead in 
Sydney. One bomb. Half a million homeless in Melbourne. One bomb. Adelaide or 
Brisbane or Hobart in utter ruins. 
The voice warns: 'We cannot afford to gloat at these clouds, into an atomic war. Here 
is the true challenge of our time'. The film then introduces the 'crossroads' motif, 
explaining that atomic byproducts can be used for research and healing. Atomic energy 
can bring new power and knowledge, 'just as it can bring universal death'. Reflecting 
the popularity of this metaphor, the U.S. called the tests 'Operation Crossroads'. 
Back at Bikini the navy inspects the damage. The footage reveals various ships in states 
of disarray and the remaining animals being led off. Off screen, scientist John 
Anderson speaks about the possible uses of atomic energy. He argues that atomic 
material must be owned and controlled by the United Nations. 
The film footage then presents the second Bikini explosion. This appears more 
spectacular than the first, as the underwater detonation causes water to surge upwards in 
enormous columns. The film cuts to a diagram showing that the water is spraying 
radioactive matter for miles. Here viewers are reminded of Bikini's special message: it 
is radiation, not size, that makes the atomic bomb different. 
Again the newsreel leaps back in time to Hiroshima as the caption 'August 6th' appears. 
The voiceover intones: 'The first atomic bomb on Hiroshima killed, burnt and maimed 
194,000 people. How many died later from deadly effects will never be known'. The 
footage shifts to some grainy black and white pictures of people in hospital. The 
camera shows a woman's back which is covered by burns. The pattern of burns mimics 
the fabric of her dress. The film then displays other victims: the outline of a man's body 
traced onto a concrete road, the white 'shadow' of a human burnt onto a bridge and a 
bum victim's dressings being changed. Of one man, who is badly burnt down one side, 
the voiceover says: 'This man is alive here, but died later, with many thousands of 
others'. The 'deadly effects of gamma rays' are shown in close ups of a burnt arm, a 
charred ear and bums on a victim's hands and feet. The voiceover reminds viewers: 
'All this is what one bomb did on Hiroshima'. This narration echoes early reactions to 
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the bombing - in particular the emphasis on 'one bomb'. It is also likely that these few 
pictures were Australian audiences' first look at Hiroshima's victims. 
Up until this point, with its sombre tone and pictures of destruction, this could be an 
anti-bomb film. Then the voiceover explains: 'Scientists and soldiers know that until 
the world can be sure of peace they must perfect the bomb and this they have done at 
Bikini'. A verbal countdown begins and the film displays another shot of the explosion. 
An aerial angle again shows the spectacular displacement of water. The rumbling sound 
is awful. Notably when the voiceover declares: 'No one can see these pictures 
unmoved' he is referring to the warships being 'tossed around like toys', rather than to 
the earlier shots of human suffering. 
The final caption ties together the themes of the film. It reads: 
There is no turning back from the Atomic Age. The destiny of all peoples of the world 
is linked within a scientific formula. It is an equation that can be written in blood or in 
gleaming symbols to light up the path to boundless progress in the peaceful pursuits of 
mankind. Ours is the choice. 
Hiroshima as a victimless crime 
In their studies of the civil defence programmes in the U.S. and the U.K., Guy Oakes, 
Joanne Brown, Elena Lieven and John Churcher survey the selectivity of the 
information released.36 Joanne Brown notes that the Federal Civil Defense 
Administration published almost no factual information about the effects of a nuclear 
war during the 1950s.37 Churcher and Lieven conclude that the British civil defence 
plans 'embody selective and misleading images of nuclear war'. The programmes 
presented a certain type of 'survival' which the authorities described in physical rather 
than psychological or social terms. A similar selectivity characterises understandings of 
the Hiroshima bombing. While the situations are not directly comparable, the 
consequences - that of limited public familiarity with a body of carefully chosen ideas 
36 Guy Oakes, The Imaginary War: Civil Defense and American Cold War Culture. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994); Joanne Brown, '"A is for atom, Bis for bomb': civil defence in American public education, 1948-
1963", Journal of American History, 75(1 ), 1988, pp68-90; Elena Lieven & John Churcher, "Images of Nuclear War 
and the Public in British Civil Defense Planning Documents," Journal of Social Issues, 39(1 ), 1983, pp 117-132. 
37 Brown, "A is for atom", p79. 
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and images - are the same. Within this narrative, as Churcher and Lieven note, 'what is 
left unsaid is as relevant as what is said'. 38 
As I argued in chapter one, Allied narratives of Hiroshima deliberately focused on 
physical destruction. Although some stories about radiation sickness did appear 
officials and scientists repeatedly denied them. What is 'left unsaid', or silenced, in 
Hiroshima narratives are the bomb's effects on human victims. Consequently, many in 
the West found it difficult to conceptualise what an atomic war would be like. They 
could only imagine rubble.39 
As part of this process the U.S. occupation authorities censored information produced in 
Japan.40 Most importantly, they censored photographs and film footage, the mediums 
which would have given a 'face' to Hiroshima's victims. Soon after the bombing the 
Japanese government commissioned a Japanese film unit called Nippon Eiga Sha, under 
director Akira Iwasaki, to film in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. On the 17th October the 
U.S. military police arrested their cameraman and seized the footage. Two days later 
the U.S. authorities banned all filming in both cities. When a member of the U.S. 
Strategic Bombing Survey, Lieutenant Daniel McGovern, told his superiors such 
footage was irreplaceable they hired Iwasaki and his crew to film more. Iwasaki 
produced three hours of footage which was labeled "The effects of the Atomic bombs 
against Hiroshima and Nagasaki". In 1946 it was sent to the U.S., classified secret and 
locked away. The film showed aspects of the bombing not conveyed in the official 
narratives: dead bodies, piles of bones, radioactive drinking water, barren rice fields and 
human silhouettes burned onto walls. The U.S. military used short segments for 
training films, but the footage was not screened publicly.41 
In the late 1960s the Japanese government learnt of this film and demanded its return. 
In 1968 Eric Barnouw, a documentary film maker at Columbia University, heard about 
this incident and accessed the film through the U.S. National Archives. Barnouw and 
38 Lieven & Churcher, "Images of Nuclear War", pl 17. 
39 On this point see the section "The imagination of survival'', in Weart, Nuclear fear, pp2 l 5-40. 
40 Lifton & Mitchell, Hiroshima in America, pp55-6; Braw, The atomic bomb suppressed, especially "Censorship of 
the atomic bomb", pp89-132. 
41 Newspapers did note that this film was on its way to Washington and commented on the "most grotesque effect of 
the bombs" - the shadows etched into walls by radioactivity. After this the films disappeared from the public eye. 
"Daily news review", Argus, 14 May 1946, p5. 
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his team created a sixteen minute silent film called Hiroshima-Nagasaki, August 1945.42 
Barnouw's film was screened at the New York Cultural Center in May-June 1970 along 
with a Japanese photography exhibition called "Hiroshima and Nagasaki". On the 3rd 
August 1970 the U.S. National Educational Television network screened the film as part 
of a special programme on the 25th anniversary of the Hiroshima bombing. Networks 
across the world also screened the film.43 Essentially, it had taken twenty five years for 
this Hiroshima footage to be made public. Since Barnouw's discovery researchers have 
unearthed two further films, one at around the same time, and one as recently as 1993.44 
Similar experiences confronted photographers. The U.S. military confiscated Australian 
reporter Wilfred Burchett's camera and film. 45 The military also seized film from a 
Japanese photographer, who had taken pictures in Hiroshima on the 6th August. He had 
hidden some negatives and later gave copies of the prints to an American correspondent. 
These pictures did not appear publicly until September 1952 when Life magazme 
published them.46 
In its editorial Life preempted the question from readers: 
Why ... does Life present horrible pictures? Do we think they will sell magazines? Do 
we deliberately try to dismay our readers or appeal to their morbid instincts? We 
answer no, we do not report sensation for sensation's sake. The motive for the first U.S. 
publication of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki collection is its terrible and vital pertinence 
to the age in which we live.47 
Although these photographs broke new ground by showing human victims, they are also 
consistent with much of what I have argued about the dominant 'victory' narrative. A 
small picture on the article's first page shows a mushroom cloud with the caption 
"Hiroshima's view of cloud". The fully-formed cloud, however, is shown from the side 
and from a distance. This is not what citizens in Hiroshima would have seen, but the 
perspective of a remote observer. Many pictures are shadowed, dark and unclear, or use 
silhouettes. They show victims in hospital, or waiting for aid, but expose none of the 
gruesome characteristics of the radiation bums or scarring that later colour photographs 
42 Lifton & Mitchell, Hiroshima in America, pp57-9; Erik Bamouw, "The Hiroshima-Nagasaki footage: a report", 
Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, 2( I), 1982, pp91- l 00. 
43 "TV: horrors of Hiroshima revisited", New York Times, 4 Aug. 1970, p63; "Atomic bomb in Japan is focus of 
photo show", New York Times, 13 May 1970, p48; "N.E.T. to show Japanese film of atom bomb damage", New York 
Times, 1 Aug. 1970, p4 7. I have not been able to determine that this footage was screened in Australia, although this 
remains a possibility. · 
44 "Scuffles as Hiroshima remembers", The Age, 7 Aug. 1970, p6; "Rare film documents devastation at Hiroshima", 
<http:/ /www.cnn.com/WORLD/9608/I O/japan.hiroshima.film/index.html> CNN report, I 0 Aug. 1 996. 
45 Lifton & Mitchell, Hiroshima in America, p55. 
46 Lifton & Mitchell, Hiroshima in America, p6 I. 
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revealed. Most importantly, these photos could have been taken in the ruins of any 
bombed city. 
Although they do show human suffering, it is still the accompanying text - the context 
and interpretation given to the pictures - which creates their real impact. Life tells the 
reader that these are Hiroshima's victims, and they bring knowledge of the bombing's 
consequences to the viewing experience. In some cases the captions themselves create 
the emotional impact. One shadowed picture of a child lying in bed reads: 'DOOMED 
CHILD, sprawled grotesquely in a makeshift first aid shelter, lies dying of severe bums 
and can never again be cooled by fan on mat beside him' .48 Another, beneath victims 
sitting among rubble, reads: 'LAST DRINK - and her first since the bomb fell - is 
sucked hungrily by girl the morning after. Shortly she and other victims sprawled here 
awaiting aid died' .49 
The most telling of the Life pictures are two with curiously ambiguous messages. In 
one photograph, which is almost entirely focused on rubble, the caption reads: 'SINGLE 
PICTURE tells full story of an incident - twisted tracks, the blast crushed trolley, riders 
hurled into the ditch, their shirts blown from their backs'. 50 At first glance the picture 
seems to contain only rubble. Only on closer inspection can the viewer see the human 
corpses lying among the ruins. Although Life wanted to show the bombing experience 
'through the eyes of its victims' the fascination with the enormous destructive 
capabilities of one bomb remains, and at times overshadows the human subjects. 
In the second of these pictures a woman, apparently unharmed, stands in the foreground 
of a full page photograph. Behind her the remains of a church stand in stark contrast to 
the desolate landscape around it. Most curiously, the woman is smiling at the camera. 
Her expression creates an odd juxtaposition, as if she is posing in a holiday snap.51 
Another curious positioning appears on the magazine cover itself. In the top right hand 
comer bold text reads, 'First pictures - atom blasts through eyes of victims', while 
beneath slightly smaller text reads, 'TV's biggest, prettiest new show'. The photograph 
47 "Dead men will have died in vain if. .. ", Life, 33(13), 29 Sep. 1952, pl 7. 
48 "Dead men", p21. 
49 "Dead men", p24. 
50 "Dead men", p24. 
51 "Dead men", p25. 
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on the cover of this historic issue comes from the second story, showing leggy stocking-
clad dancers from a new television variety programme. 
The wording of Life's editorial is also revealing. The claim that the pictures had a 
'terrible and vital pertinence to the age in which we live' suggests an awareness that 
viewers would see the pictures with their own mortality in mind. 52 Life did not ask 
viewers to sympathise with the Hiroshima and Nagasaki victims themselves, but to see 
them as a warning. They symbolised contemporary nuclear fears. This, the pictures tell 
the audience, could be you. 
One exception to this pattern of reporting appeared in 1953 in the less widely read 
communist paper, the Tribune. The Tribune reprinted five horrific photographs of 
Hiroshima victims. These pictures were first published by the Japanese newspaper 
Asahi Shimbun a year earlier when MacArthur's censorship came to an end. 53 Unlike 
the Life photos they unambiguously revealed the impact of the bombing on human 
figures, showing burnt skin on a man's back, a human skeleton, and a woman's charred 
face. The Tribune article linked their publication to the British testing, with its heading 
"Here is the truth behind Monte Bello".54 
The U.S. occupation's censorship meant that for many years those outside Japan did not 
see the human cost of the atomic bombings. Notably, this pattern continued after the 
occupation ended. The photos printed by the Tribune, while shocking, were not widely 
circulated. The lack of visual images of human suffering was mirrored by its absence in 
written narratives. There are a few exceptions to this generalisation, as occasional 
fragments of news about hibakusha ('atom-bombed persons') did appear. 
In February 1946 the Argus reported the remarks of Commander Timm es, a member of 
the U.S. Navy Medical Corps, who investigated some of the Nagasaki victims in 
September 1945. Timm es said the blast jarred loose the teeth of some of the survivors, 
irradiated gold fillings, and caused many to shed their hair. 55 Dorothy Drain, covering 
the presence of the B.C.O.F. in Japan for the Women's Weekly, also presented some 
52 "Dead men will have died in vain if. .. ", Life, 33( 13), 29 Sep. 1952, p 17. 
53 Tanter, "Voice in the silence", p29. 
54 "Here is the truth behind Monte Bello", Tribune, 22 Oct. 1952, p7. 
55 "Atomic bomb effects on human beings", Argus, 2 Feb. 1946, p2. 
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Illustration 31: Two young atomic bomb survivors. (Life, 29 Sep. 1952, p2; Tribune, 22 Oct. 1952, 
p7.) 
Illustration 32: Atomic bomb burns. (Tribune, 22 Oct. 1952, p7.) 
Illustrations 33 & 34: These photos clearly showed Hiroshima's victims: one near-skeleton, and a 
dead woman's face. (Tribune, 22 Oct. 1952, p7.) 
aspects of the victim's experience.56 Another exception appeared in the Sydney 
Morning Herald in October 1947, when 600 unburied bodies of atom bomb victims 
were discovered on the small island of Ninoshima, about three miles south of 
Hiroshima.57 More often than not these reports appeared as curiosity stories. 
Hiroshima fit the media's requirements - it was distant, strange and exotic. In this way 
readers could wonder at the origins of the mysterious 'shadows' of buildings and people 
without necessarily thinking about exactly how they were created.58 
Hiroshima as a phoenix: a lesson in survival 
In 194 7 the Courier Mail sponsored an Atomic Age Exhibition in Brisbane usmg 
exhibits that had recently travelled throughout Britain. The exhibition had three 
sections. The first explained the science behind the bomb, the second the effects of the 
five atomic bombs dropped thus far and the third the possible uses of atomic energy. 
One set reconstructed the Hiroshima experience in miniature form. Visitors could see a 
265 square foot model of Hiroshima constructed using official photographs and reports 
from Allied observers. As the catalogue explains: 
[the] Highlight of the exhibition is the reconstructed bombing of Hiroshima. By means 
of animated models and sound track, the dropping of the first atomic bomb to be used in 
war will be reenacted every few minutes whilst the exhibition is open.59 
This reenactment could not capture the more dramatic aspects of the story, such as the 
sheer size of the destruction, the number of deaths and the presence of radiation. This 
was left to the exhibition catalogue to describe: 
The entire heart of the city was vaporised. When the smoke and dust had gone this was 
the reckoning in human life and suffering: Within a mile-wide ring centred on the main 
crater, nine out of every ten people died. Within a larger zone covering three square 
miles, only three out of every ten survived. Those who died in the blast had a merciful 
end. It was the sheltered who suffered most. Struck by gamma rays - the unseen death 
rays from the bomb - they died after days or weeks of wasting sickness. The final death 
toll was 92,133. More than 100,000 were injured and disfigured.60 
The Courier Mail catalogue also contained several pictures: one of the flattened 
landscape, one showing the shadow of a wheel and spindle burnt onto a wall, and scorch 
marks on a wooden crate. The closest the catalogue came to portraying human victims 
56 See Dorothy Drain, "Japs grow family food in atom city ruins", Australian Women's Weekly, 4 May 1946, pl 7. 
One member of the B.C.O.F. later complained that Drain "is remembered as having Waged a bitter campaign against 
[the] B.C.0.F.". Bates, Japan and the British Commonwealth Occupation Force, pl 76. 
57 "A tiny Japanese Island held a grim secret", Sydney Morning Herald, 7 Oct. 1947, p2. 
58 "Hiroshima 'shadows' a mystery", Argus, 26 Feb. 1946, p5. 
59 The Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, p I. 
6° Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, p 12. 
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was a granite step with its polish burnt off, except for one whitened patch where a man 
must have been sitting.61 The image is revealing. The space where a man should have 
been reflects the way the narrative of the bombing rendered the human experience 
invisible. Despite its shock value and the grim descriptions, the re-enactment of the 
Hiroshima bombing served primarily to convince viewers that they could survive an 
atomic attack. 
When the exhibition travelled to Melbourne, the Herald printed a more Australian-
oriented catalogue. Beneath a photo of Sydney it warned viewers of their vulnerability. 
The caption read: 
If Sydney was atom-bombed, an area like this could be reduced to ashes and all life in it 
exterminated. The area, which stretches in foreground from Bennelong Point to 
Miller's Point and through the city to Mascot, is approximately equal to the area of 
Hiroshima. 62 
The pamphlet goes on: 'With that [sneak] attack, in one hour, all the cities of a country 
like Australia might be destroyed. And, with the cities, about ten percent of the nation 
could be expected to be killed'. Here again Hiroshima became a lesson in survival. 
Like the Bikini reports, the pamphlet stressed that shelters could have provided 
Hiroshima's residents with protection from blast and heat. Three feet of concrete would 
have prevented many of the radioactive effects, such as hair loss, bone marrow damage, 
loss of teeth and anaemia. 63 
Although some v01ces spoke out against this overconfidence they were in the 
minority.64 In these narratives we can clearly see a shift from portraying the bomb as a 
city destroyer, something supernatural which could annihilate all life, to simply a 
powerful weapon which was survivable. This normalisation was strengthened further 
by official U.S. reports about atomic damage and by accounts which emphasised 
rebuilding at Hiroshima. 
In October 1946 Colonel Ashley Oughterson, director of the American Cancer Society 
and chairman of a joint commission investigating the effects of the atomic bombs, said 
61 Courier Mail Atomic Age Exhibition, pp 11-13. 
62 The Herald Atomic Age & Industrial Exhibition: Jan., Feb. 1948. (Melbourne: Herald & Weekly Times, 1948), 
p20. 
63 The Herald Atomic Age & Industrial Exhibition, p30. 
64 For example see the comments by U.S. columnist Joseph Alsop, "U.S. cities are vulnerable to atomic bombs", 
Argus, 22 May 1946, p2. 
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Illustration 35: Hiroshima's mysterious shadows. (The story of atomic energy: atomic age 
exhibition. Presented by the Daily and Sunday Telegraph in the manufacturer's hall, Royal Easter 
Show, March 1948. (Sydney: Consolidated Press, 1948), pl 1.) 
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Illustration 36: Mixed messages: the damage shown in the map is contradicted by a confident 
headline. (Sydney Morning Herald, 20May1951, p2.) 
that many of the survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki would develop cancer in the next 
ten to fifteen years as a result of bums from gamma rays. Hibakusha would also be 
more susceptible to other diseases.65 Oughterson's remarks were atypical. From 1946 
onwards U.S. spokespersons repeatedly stressed one message: the consequences of the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were not as bad as doomsayers had speculated. 
These assurances appeared regularly in the Australian press. 
One Bulletin article argues that the explosions at Hiroshima and Nagasaki were 'not a 
fair test of bombing results against modernised Western cities,' because the Japanese 
houses were built of rice paper and wood.66 Another noted that atomic bums were quick 
to heal. Its author concludes: 'On the whole, the bomb is a horrible weapon, but there is 
defence against its most horrible features' .67 
Often the ordering of information within media reports underscored the reassuring 
messages. One article about a report submitted to the U.S. Congress in July 1949 began 
by saying: 'Atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki have had no delayed 
effect so far on persons who survived the blast'. 68 The article also lists some frightening 
descriptions of what happened within a half mile radius of 'ground zero'. Towards its 
end it notes dismissively: 'There was evidence of diminished reproductivity for three 
months in Japanese males who were within a one-mile radius of the bomb burst'. 69 The 
reassurances dominated the headline and early paragraphs, with the caveats of 'some 
damage' relegated to the last few lines. 
Another article covering the report's presentation to a U.S. Congressional Committee 
expressed this idea succinctly in its heading, "Hiroshima lessons: protection from atom 
attack". It began by saying: 'Survivors of an atom-bomb attack can expect to live a 
reasonably normal life free from drastic after affects'.70 There were two possible 
exceptions: that 'survivors may develop cataracts later' and 'survivors may be more 
susceptible than before to leukaemia'. The article stresses that the commission 'had 
developed useful medical measures against atomic attacks', such as an injection of 
65 "Cancer from atom bomb'', Sydney Morning Herald, 19 Oct. 1946, p3. 
66 "The atom bomb'', The Bulletin, 3 Jul. 1946, p 19. 
67 "Bombs and burns", The Bulletin, 17 Jul. 1946, pl9. 
68 "No delayed effects from atomic bomb", Sydney Morning Herald, 13 Jul. 1949, p3. 
69 "No delayed effects from atomic bomb'', p3. 
70 "Hiroshima lessons: protection from atom attack", Sydney Morning Herald, 19 Mar. 1950, p6. 
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female sex hormones, or shielding the spleen. The unfortunate side-effects being 
suffered by the Japanese victims are trivialised as 'exceptions'. 
A flurry of reports appearing in 1955 continued this trend. These articles cited the ten 
year findings of the Atomic Bomb Casualty Commission. They stressed there were few 
long term effects, no hereditary blast effects and no genetic defects in children born to 
survivors.71 Notably, these efforts to reassure the Western public were seen quite 
differently in Japan. As an investigative body the A.B.C.C. for the most part provided 
no treatment. Many hibakusha resented this and complained of being treated like 
guinea pigs. 72 
Accounts which emphasise Hiroshima's regeneration also suggest that atomic war is 
survivable. An article titled "Hiroshima's bomb scars are nearly healed'', written in 
April 1948 by Herald correspondent Jack Percival, typifies this attitude. It begins: 
So heavy were the casualties and so great the damage done by the atom bomb dropped 
on Hiroshima that it seemed as if the survivors would have to dig a new site for the 
rebuilding of their city. Yet today Hiroshima is a restored, bustling city with few 
remaining scars and every sign of fast-increasing prosperity.73 
Percival recounts the 'fantastic stories' that were told about radioactivity and its 
supposed effects on humans and animals. Both science and experience have discounted 
these dire predictions. Now Hiroshima is a prosperous city with plentifully supplied 
shops, which 'would make the average Londoner lift his eyebrows with wonder'. 
Percival states emphatically: 
There are no imbeciles, people covered with keloids, or badly maimed walking the 
streets of the city, or popping in and out of holes in the rubble, as homeside friends to 
whom I have spoken seem to imagine. 74 
By the time journalist Keith Newman visited Hiroshima in 1950 the novelty of the 
atomic story had worn off. He writes: 'the journalist goes there wondering what fresh 
71 "No hereditary blast effects'', Sydney Morning Herald, 31 Mar. 1955, pl; "No defects in children of a-blast cities", 
Sydney Morning Herald, 25 Apr. 1955, p3; "Hiroshima blast study", Sydney Morning Herald, 11 May 1955, p3; 
"Atomic blast births", Sydney Morning Herald, 4 Jun. 1955, p3; "Hiroshima ten years after", Sydney Morning 
Herald, 4 Aug. 1955, p2. The emphasis of these reports rarely differed, although when the Canberra Times reported 
the same findings its first paragraph stressed the increase in the incidence of leukemia and cataracts among bomb 
survivors, then went on to quote the A.B.C.C.'s other findings. "Leukemia and eye cataracts seen as bomb legacies", 
Canberra Times, 8 Aug. 1955, p I. 
72 Paul Goodman, "Stoicism and the Holocaust", New York Review of Books, 28 Mar. 1968, p 17, Hiroyuki Agawa, 
Devil's Heritage, translated by John M. Maki (Tokyo: Hokuseido Press, 1957), & Robert Lifton, Death in life: the 
survivors of Hiroshima. (London: Penguin, 1971 ), pp362-75. 
73 "Hiroshima's bomb scars are nearly healed", Sydney Morning Herald, 20 Apr. 1948, p2. 
74 "Hiroshima's bomb scars are nearly healed", p2. 
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angle there could be in a story now almost five years old'. 75 Hiroshima's rebirth created 
a problem for story tellers. How could one write with horror about the enormous 
damage done by one weapon or recount the loss of life when confronted with what 
appeared to be a normal prosperous city? As Newman explains: 'The Japanese build 
their structures of unpainted wood and in a year or two the new is indistinguishable 
from the old. A stranger would not know he was walking through history'. 76 
In May 1951 the Herald printed several articles arguing that the effects of the atomic 
bomb had been 'grossly exaggerated'. The stories claim that infantry could use atomic 
weapons and still move safely into the bombed areas after the explosions; and that 
British civil defence planners had reduced their estimates of casualties. 77 
The theme of regrowth is central to these stories. A.W. John, Deputy Director of the 
Australian Army Education Service, writes of visiting Hiroshima: 
Early rumours that nothing would grow in Hiroshima soil again were disproved by 
vegetation springing up between the stones and the scorched skeletons of trees putting 
forth new leaves welcoming the spring. People were living and moving around on their 
daily tasks in these surroundings and 150,000 (estimates vary) of them had suddenly 
perished and a like number suffered varying degrees of injury and illness, both to their 
own person and genetically. Yet life went on. 78 
This theme of regeneration can be seen throughout journalist Frank Clune' s book Ashes 
of Hiroshima, in which he talks at length about Hiroshima as a 'phoenix'. Clune's 
narrative about his 1948 visit to Hiroshima discussed serious issues about the morality 
of the bombing. It also contained criticism of Japanese architecture ('the people have 
been too stupid and ignorant to build solidly') and light-hearted disparagement of the 
damage done. 79 
Clune scorned stories about radioactivity, writing: 
All traces of "radioactivity" had disappeared within a few days - or perhaps there never 
was any there, except at the moment of the Flash. I've no idea what "radioactivity" is 
and scientists also don't know, or won't tell, but it is possible that the intense heat of the 
conflagration caused by the burning of 70,000 houses made a bonfire that freed the soil 
of any radioactivity that might otherwise have lingered there.80 
75 "Sydney plan example in rebuilding Hiroshima", Sydney Morning Herald, 17 May 1950, p2. 
76 "Sydney plan example in rebuilding Hiroshima", p2. 
77 Both stories appeared under the headline, "Atom bomb horror seen as overrated: if this kind of explosion hit us", 
Sydney Morning Herald, 20 May 1951, p2. 
78 John, Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown, p20. 
79 Clune, Ashes of Hiroshima, pp88, 89, 90, 93, 94. 
8° Clune, Ashes of Hiroshima, p94. 
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Illustration 37: Rebuilding at Hiroshima, December 1946. (Photograph courtesy of the Australian 
War Memorial, Accession no. P1205/51/46.) 
Illustration 38: Rebuilding at Hiroshima, 5th August 1946. (Photograph courtesy of the Australian 
War Memorial, Accession no. 131776.) 
Expecting to find something matching his imaginings of lurid stories about the 
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Clune was surprised to find 'little or nothing in a 
first view of Hiroshima to indicate that a world-shocking disaster had occurred there 
only three years previously'. In fact, he suggested that as they drew closer to Hiroshima 
the crops were growing greener, perhaps as an effect of radioactivity. He writes: 
Apparently, if radioactivity had any effect at all, it had increased the progeny-getting 
powers of Hiroshima's populace. And, far from stunting the growth of children, or 
warping them, the uranium rays apparently had increased the vitality of the children ... 81 
Similarly, Percival's descriptions of 'spontaneous' and 'mushroom growth' imply that 
radiation's life-giving forces had assisted Hiroshima's regeneration. This image is also 
mirrored in the growing prosperity Westerners observed among those who used the 
word 'atomic' to promote their business, including atomic bookshops, bars, hairdressers 
and entertainers. 82 
Hiroshima as recent history 
In 1953 a poll asked Australians if they thought it had been right to use atomic bombs 
on Japan. A majority of respondents still thought so but the proportions had changed 
since 1945. 59% thought it was right (as opposed to 83% in 1945), 26% wrong, and 
15% uncertain.83 This change may merely reflect time passed since the end of the war. 
It is also possible the increase in those who expressed uncertainty resulted from the 
growing information available. 
The tenth anniversary of the Hiroshima bombing saw a spate of anniversary articles 
(Nagasaki is rarely mentioned). At this time the 'Atoms for Peace' conference was 
being held in Geneva. Editorial writers seized on the familiar crossroads cliche. 
Hiroshima reminded of the cost of war while Geneva symbolised the limitless 
possibilities of science. The Age repeated some of the promises of atomic energy 
paraded ten years earlier. Atomic energy would solve the world's fuel problems, bring 
power 'and therefore civilisation' to underdeveloped countries, would aid medical 
science and 'enlarge all the horizons of science'. 'In short', it declares, 'it will make 
81 Clune, Ashes of Hiroshima, p95. 
82 "Plans for new Hiroshima", Sydney Morning Herald, 17 Jun. 1947, p3; "Japan's' Atomic' bookseller", Sydney 
Morning Herald, 18 Oct. 194 7, p 11. On the life-giving properties of radiation, see W eart, Nuclear Fear, "Rays of 
life'', pp41-3. 
83 Australian Gallup Poll, no. 982, Dec. 1953. 
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Illustration 39: Western observers commented on the brisk trade of Hiroshima's 'atomic' 
businesses like this bookshop. (Stephen Kelen, I remember Hiroshima. Sydney: Hale & 
Irernonger, 1983, p57.) 
possible a new and indefinite period of human expansion, just when it seemed that a 
disastrous end to all endeavour was in sight'. 84 
Writers also regurgitated other familiar themes. The articles reminded readers of the 
narrative of the bombing - descriptions of the attack itself, the amount of damage done, 
the number of people killed and injured. They argued that the atomic bomb has been a 
deterrent to acts of major aggression since World War Two. They also highlighted the 
rebuilding of the city, one article noting: 'there are few signs in Hiroshima today that it 
was ever flattened by an atom bomb' .85 Some included eyewitness testimony from 
hibakusha. 86 Some mentioned the lingering effects of the bombing, but few dwelled on 
individuals' experiences. 87 
It was commonplace to refer to Hiroshima as a turning point (for example the Herald 
article "Hiroshima: a name changed the 20th century"). A Herald editorial notes: 'It 
took the world longer than might have been expected to see the full significance of 
Hiroshima's destruction'. It cites disclosures after later U.S. tests (presumably the 
Lucky Dragon incident) and 'the appalling evidence of the camera' (although notably 
the Herald did not reprint the most disturbing of these photos).88 Not all press attention 
was sympathetic. One correspondent writing to the Age to complain about inadequate 
penalties for bad drivers suggested that the death toll since World War Two on the roads 
'would be far in excess of Hiroshima's 60,000 dead'.89 
The most visible reminder of the Hiroshima bombing during this period was the peace 
movement's use of Hiroshima as a symbol. 'No more Hiroshimas' became a popular 
anti-nuclear slogan both in Japan and in Western countries. As Paul Boyer points out, 
this Hiroshima is a dehistoricised one, 'removed from history and treated as a 
semimythical symbol of atomic menace' .90 
84 "A warning and a promise", The Age, 9 Aug. 1955, p2. 
85 "Hiroshima: a name changed the 20th century", Sydney Morning Herald, 6 Aug. 1955, p2. 
86 "Ten years since Hiroshima: Horror of atomic war burst from speck in sky", The Age, 6 Aug. 1955, p4. 
87 One exception is "A lonely survivor of Hiroshima", Sydney Morning Herald, 24 Apr. 1955, p4 I. 
88 "Hiroshima and atoms for peace", Sydney Morning Herald, 6 Aug. 1955, p2. 
89 "Hiroshima: a comparison", The Age, 9 Aug. 1955, p2. 
90 Boyer, "Exotic Resonances", p298. 
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Australian anti-nuclear activists also incorporated Hiroshima into their slogans. John 
Dorsey criticises the 'triteness' of slogans such as 'No more Hiroshimas' .91 But not all 
rallying cries were this uncreative. When the C.P .A. organised protests against 
hydrogen bomb testing as part of May Day festivities in 1954, slogans included: 'Be 
peace-active not radio-active', 'H-bomb cremates all men equal', and 'H-bomb: one 
flash and you're ash'. 92 In 1954 a fifty second advertisement for a Waterside Workers' 
Federation anti-nuclear rally exhorted viewers to 'Remember Hiroshima', apparently 
the first use of this aphorism. 93 
Activists during the mid-1950s opposing the testing of hydrogen bombs cited Hiroshima 
as a yardstick. They repeatedly described the H-bomb as 'a thousand times more 
powerful' than the Hiroshima bomb.94 The peace movement also invoked Hiroshima as 
a warning. One article in the Tribune contained a picture of a damaged building with 
the caption: 'IMAGINE THIS ATOM BOMB DESTRUCTION IN SYDNEY - this 
Hiroshima building was a mile and a half from the center of the atom bomb 
explosion'.95 A similar photograph of rubble had the caption: 'ATOM DESOLATION 
AT HIROSHIMA- a scene to remember today'.96 
Throughout 1950 the peace movement tried to encourage people to sign the Stockholm 
appeal, an international attempt to ban atomic weapons. One 'Ban the Bomb' petition 
table assembled in Sydney displayed a placard saying that 100,000 were killed and 
250,000 injured in Hiroshima. A second described what would happen if the latest type 
of atom bomb exploded in Sydney.97 Door-to-door canvassers such as Keith Johnson, 
who had served in Japan with the B.C.O.F., showed photographs he had taken in 
Hiroshima when asking people to sign. According to reports this tactic was fairly 
successful. 98 
91 John T. Dorsey, "Literature related to the atomic bomb: from Hiroshima to the end of the world," in Melvin J. 
Friedman & Francois Jost (eds.) Aesthetics and the Literature of Ideas: Essays in Honor of A. Owen Aldridge. 
(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1990), p253. 
92 "May day marches said ban the bomb and lift wages", Tribune, 5 May, 1954, p2. 
93 "Remember Hiroshima, Nagasaki: TV advertisement", Waterside Workers' Federation of Australia, Film Unit, 
1954, Cover Title No: 55301, National Film & Sound Archive. 
94 Boyer, "Exotic Resonances", p303. For example, the Herald noted: 'The background to the Hiroshima bomb 
attack has largely faded today in the public imagination, overwhelmed as it is by the spectacle of hydrogen bombs up 
to 1,000 times more powerful than their forerunner'. Sydney Morning Herald, 6 Aug. 1955, p2. 
95 "Use atoms for peace: Hiroshima's horrors are a deadly lesson", Tribune, 12 Aug. 1950, p3. 
96 Tribune, 28 Jun. 1950, p2. 
97 Tribune, 19 Jul. 1950, p3. 
98 W.J. Brown, "300 signatures in two hours", Tribune, 12 Jul. 1950, p3. Another article claimed that 200 men signed 
the petition in 2 'l'2 hours. All were horrified when shown pictures of what the atom bomb did to Hiroshima and 
nearly all those approached signed. "Saw Hiroshima photo - signed", Tribune, 2 Aug. 1950, p3. 
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Illustration 40: A peace ceremony by the banks of the Oto-Gawa river, Hiroshima. (Photograph 
courtesy of the Australian War Memorial, Accession no. 145724.) 
Activists held a 'Ban the atom bomb' week from the 30th July to the 6th August 1950, 
the fifth anniversary of the Hiroshima bombing. On this last day, called 'Hiroshima 
Sunday' or 'Hiroshima Day', the C.P.A. organised a rally in the Domain in Sydney. 
One article publicising the rally showed a picture of rubble at Hiroshima with the 
caption: 'DO YOU WANT THIS DESTRUCTION AND DEATH IN SYDNEY AND 
ALL OVER THE WORLD?'99 It explained that Sunday's drive would commemorate 
the anniversary of the 'atom bomb slaughter at Hiroshima': 'Everyone who wishes to 
commemorate Hiroshima fittingly can assist in collection of signatures during the 
weekend'. Keith Johnson spoke at this rally, showing the audience his Hiroshima 
photographs, and describing some of the scenes he had witnessed. 100 This was the first 
organised use of 'Hiroshima Day' for anti-nuclear rallies in Australia, a practice that 
continued throughout the 1950s. 101 
Notably the publicity for the petition tried to combat the arguments put forward for the 
bombing of Hiroshima - that the bomb had ended the war, had saved lives and that its 
victims died quickly. 102 Instead peace activists argued that the bombing allowed 
Truman to forestall a Russian invasion, that others fought and died to win the war and 
that atomic death was far from swift. To emphasise this point the Tribune reprinted 
gruesome stories from survivors. 103 
One important effect of this activity was to politicise the remembrance of Hiroshima. 
Anti-nuclear activism was already associated with communism and the peace 
mov~ment' s use of Hiroshima further reinforced this connection. During 1954 and 
1955 the peace movement sponsored screenings of the Japanese film Genbaku no ko 
(Children of Hiroshima). Adapted from a book telling children's experiences of the 
bombing, Children of Hiroshima was the first Japanese feature film made about the 
atomic bomb since the end of the U.S. ban on the subject. It recounts the story of a 
young schoolteacher, Takato, who returns to her birthplace (Hiroshima) for a summer 
vacation. She searches for her former pupils, all of whom are affected by the atomic 
99 "Union leaders to help in Hiroshima Day canvass to get signatures", Tribune, 2 Aug. I 950, p3; "Help Sunday's ban 
atom bomb canvass", Tribune, 2 Aug. 1950, pl. 
100 "Alf soldier tells domain rally what atom bomb did to Hiroshima", Tribune, 2 Aug. I 950, p3. 
101 Carter, "The peace movement in the I 950s," p70; Carter, "Opposition to nuclear weapons in Australia, I 949-
1965", pl09. 
102 See "Atom bomb did NOT win war: useless slaughter killed 200,000", Tribune, 26 Aug. I 950, p3 & "Film 
World", Tribune, 10 Sep. 1949, p4. 
103 See the quotations from Hersey's Hiroshima in "Atom bomb 'much better' - Menzies'', Tribune, 26 Jan. I 949, p3 
& the descriptions given in " 'Eyes came out of sockets, legs shriveled into claws"', Tribune, 26 Aug. 1950, p3. 
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bombing, including several who are now ill with the 'atomic disease' .104 Publicising 
one screening in an 1955 Overland article, Gavin Casey comments that 'Children of 
Hiroshima is at times excruciating to watch'. He writes: 
During the short interval between two reels that make up 85 minutes of showing-time 
there is silence in the audience. One hesitates, for a moment, even to look at one's 
neighbour in the next seat. For people much like him and one's self did that - and 
people much like him and one's self suffered from it.105 
Organisers encouraged those who attended to sign a form letter urging the Australian 
government to work through the United Nations to 'secure the abolition of atomic 
weapons and an effective scheme of disarmament' .106 These letters were then sent to 
the Prime Minister's office. Conservatives criticised such activity, one critic still 
antagonistically recalling these screenings thirty years later. 107 
Illustrations 41 & 42: Scenes from the Japanese film Children of Hiroshima. (Our Women, 
Sep.-Dec. 1955, p2.) 
104 Kaneto Shindo, Genbaku no ko, (1952), Japan, Cinemedia National Film and Video Lending Service; "Children of 
Hiroshima'', Our Women, Sep.-Dec. 1955, p2. 
105 Gavin Casey, "The Bomb - Ten Years Later", Overland, no. 4, Jun. 1955, p2. 
106 NAA A462/18 449/2 parts 2 & 3, NAA A462/l 8 449/7 part 2. 
107 Lachlan Chipman, "Ban the bombast", Quadrant, 24 (11), Nov. 1985, pp45-48. 
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The Hiroshima Panels 
The issue of commemorating Hiroshima was once again brought to public attention in 
1958 when a series of paintings by Iri Maruki and Toshi Akamatsu (later Maruki), 
called the Hiroshima Panels, toured the country. Before their collaborative work on the 
Hiroshima Panels Iri Maruki (1901-1995) and Toshi Akamatsu (1912-) were established 
artists working in very different traditions. 108 Toshi was schooled in the Western 
tradition of realistic oil painting, while Iri practiced traditional Japanese-style painting 
(nihonga) and water and ink (suiboku) painting. 
Soon after the bombing of Hiroshima, Iri had traveled by train to visit his parents and 
other relatives who lived on the city's outskirts. Toshi joined him several days later and 
they remained in the city for over a month, helping survivors and cremating the dead. 
Toshi later suffered severe radiation sickness. In 1948 the couple decided to begin work 
on a collaborative project about Hiroshima. Toshi later recalled: 
The few reports of the bomb that had begun to circulate focused on how many square 
kilometers had burned, what had happened to buildings and houses, how concrete 
bridges had been destroyed. There was very little information on what had happened to 
the people of Hiroshima, which was the only thing that truly mattered. So we decided 
to go to the other extreme and paint only people and nothing else.109 
Their original work on the panels took place secretly. The first mural, 'Ghosts' was 
shown in 1950 at the Tokyo Metropolitan Museum. John Dower explains that for many 
Japanese the atomic bomb had been banished from popular consciousness. The 
exhibition 'represented an unprecedented and intensely personal expression of the 
atomic-bomb experience' .110 At this exhibition observers criticising the paintings as 
unrealistic propaganda were dismissed in a loud voice by one elderly Hiroshima 
resident. 'They are our paintings', he claimed, encouraging the Marukis to continue. 111 
In the next decade the Marukis completed eleven paintings which collectively became 
known as the Genbaku no Zu ('Atomic-bomb paintings'). 112 
108 Although married in 1941, Toshi kept her original name, Toshiko Akamatsu until 1956. Material in the following 
paragraphs is drawn from Kyo Maclear, Beclouded visions: Hiroshima-Nagasaki and the art of witness. (New York: 
State University of New York Press, 1999), pp 162-164 and John Dower & John Junkerman (eds.) The Hiroshima 
Murals: the art of lri Maruki and Toshi Maruki. (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1985), pp9- l 8 
109 Quoted in Dower & Junkennan, The Hiroshima murals, pl24. 
110 Dower & Junkennan, The Hiroshima murals, p 13. 
111 Dower & Junkerman, The Hiroshima murals, p15. 
112 As the project expanded to address other themes, later critics have referred to the paintings as 'murals' to better 
depict their monumental nature (see Dower's explanation, Dower & Junkennan, The Hiroshima murals, pp 17-18). 
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Several of the murals toured Eastern and Western Europe in 1953. In 1956 eight of the 
panels began a world tour, travelling to the Soviet Union, China, North Korea, West 
Germany, parts of Western Europe and South Africa, before arriving in Australia in 
1958.113 The panels shown in Australia were 'Ghosts' (1950), 'Fire' (1950), 'Water' 
(1950), 'Rainbow' (1951), 'Boys and Girls' (1951), 'Window' (1951), 'Atomic Desert' 
(1952) and 'Rescue' (or 'Relief, 1954). 
The Panels were brought to Australia by the efforts of Overland editor Stephen Murray-
Smith, sponsored by William Dargie, Dame Mary Gilmore, Dame Sybil Thorndike, 
Vance Palmer, C.B. Christensen, Lloyd Rees, George Laurence, W.E. Pidgeon and Rod 
Shaw. They were offered to all major galleries. Brisbane and Hobart turned the offer 
down due to lack of gallery space. The trustees of the Sydney gallery initially refused 
without giving a reason, causing consternation to organisers. Mary Gilmore asked 
angrily: 
Since when has censorship in Australia been delegated to the authority of the Sydney 
Gallery? These panels are of world-wide fame and interest and we have a right to stand 
injudgement for or against them with the rest of the world. 114 
The trustees later agreed to show the Panels. 
From March to July the Panels toured the cities of Melbourne, Perth, Sydney and 
Adelaide. 115 The exhibition proved to be phenomenally popular, surprising even its 
organisers. In Adelaide, according to an Art Gallery report, the Panels 'caused a 
tremendous sensation and were seen by many thousands of people'. The exhibition was 
on show for nineteen days and for its duration the Art Gallery extended its opening 
hours on Tuesday and Thursday nights. The Gallery Bulletin reported: 'Long queues 
waited patiently during the lunch hour and at weekends to view these extraordinary 
paintings' .116 After the Panels left, Murray-Smith claimed: 'Well over a quarter of a 
million Australians saw the Hiroshima Panels while they we~e in this country'. 117 
have continued to use the term 'Hiroshima Panels' as this was the original English translation by which the paintings 
were known in this period. 
113 Dower & Junkerman, The Hiroshima murals, p 19. 
114 Handwritten note, dated 27 Feb. 1958, in papers of Mary Gilmore, MS 727 Series 7 Folder 2, National Library of 
Australia; Dymphna Clark, letter to editor, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 Feb. 1958; Mary Gilmore, letter to editor, 
Sydney Morning Herald, 28 Feb. 1958; Press statement by Stephen Murray-Smith, 20 Feb. 1958, in papers of Mary 
Gilmore, Series 7 Folder 2. 
115 See the exhibition pamphlet: Iri Maruki & Toshiko Akamatsu. The Hiroshima Panels: Australian tour 1958. 
(Sydney, N.S.W.: Edwards & Shaw, 1958). 
116 Bulletin of the National Gallery of South Australia, 20 (1 ), Jul. 1958, p5; National Gallery of South Australia, 
Nineteenth Annual Report of Art Gallery Board for 1957-1958 (Adelaide: Government Printer, 1959), p2. 
117 S. Murray Smith, in Overland, no.13, Oct. 1958, pp 19-20. 
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Illustration 43: The Hiroshima Panels on display in Adelaide. (Bulletin of the National Gallery of 
South Australia, Jul. 1958, p5.) 
Illustration 44: 'Ghost', 'Water', 'Rainbow', 'Rescue' and 'Boys and Girls'. (Pictures courtesy 
of the Maruki Gallery, <http://www.aya.or.jp/~marukimsn/indexE.htm>.) 
Major newspapers and newsreels in each city reported the exhibition. 118 Despite the 
obvious interest there are occasions when this reporting is ambiguous. One example is 
a double page photo spread appearing in the Daily Telegraph. The whole of the left 
side is devoted to the Panels. It shows them being hung in the Sydney gallery, a close-
up of one mural and some of the initial sketches on show. 119 The mirroring page is 
covered with photographs of English policemen chasing a family of grey mallard ducks 
who were running through the grounds of the Prime Minister's residence at number 10 
Downing street. 120 The odd juxtaposition detracts from the gravity of the Panels, 
hinting that it too is another novelty item. 
Some reviewers focused on the artistic merits of the Panels, with art critics praising the 
blending of Eastern and W estem art techniques. Others compared the work to European 
masters, to Goya's 'Disasters of war' and Picasso's 'Guemica' .121 In some of this 
reporting there is a patronising undertone, as if critics were pleasantly surprised to 
discover that these Japanese artists could draw and paint so well. 
Portraying as they did a historical event, the Panels also raised questions about reality 
and representation. One critic writes: 'It must not be forgotten that these are works of 
art and not factual representations'. 122 (This prompts the question of whether an 
exhibition of photographs would have been accepted less critically.) The Panels 
themselves also inspired other works of art, including poetry and music. 123 
Several authors writing in Overland recorded public reactions to the paintings. Laurence 
Collinson writes: 
There was a reverence, but it was a reverence springing from knowledge rather than 
ignorance; people were subdued but not over-awed; there was a quiet animation, for 
these were paintings that forced the spectators to think about them and discuss them. 124 
E. Lewis Henry observed the following exchange: 
118 See: "Art show: Japanese painters portray Hiroshima", Cinesound review, 1958, segment title no. 123931, in title 
no. 56205, Cinesound review no. 1392, National Film & Sound Archive. This film shows the eight panels on display 
inside the Art Gallery of New South Wales. 
119 "Hiroshima horror on rice paper", Daily Telegraph, 1 Jul. 1958, p I 6. 
120 "The ducks who invaded no. 10 Downing street", Daily Telegraph, I Jul. I 958, p 17 
121 Alan McCulloch, "Art Review: A masterpiece on Hiroshima", Herald, 2 Apr. 1958, pl2; "Art shows: Hiroshima 
panels should be seen", Age, 1 Apr. 1958, p2; Laurence Collinson, "The Hiroshima panels: suffering and cruelty", 
Overland, 12, Winter 1958, pl8; "Story of pity, horror in Hiroshima panels", Sydney Morning Herald, 2 Jul. 1958, 
p2; Elizabeth Young, "Epic panels of tragedy'', Advertiser, 7 Jul. 1958, p5. 
22 Orlando Dutton, Advertiser, 19 Jun. 1958, p4. 
123 For music: James Penberthy, "Cantata on Hiroshima Panels", ( 1958), Mortlock Library audio collection. For 
poetry: Aileen Palmer, "A sort of beauty", Overland, no. 12, Winter 1958, p18. 
124 Collinson, "The Hiroshima Panels", p18. 
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An arrogant young man wearing a challenging tweed jacket, black stove-pipe trousers, 
thick rubber-soled shoes and brilliant green socks, smirked and remarked cynically to 
his pony-tailed, sweet-faced companion, "Serves 'em damn right". Her blue eyes 
widened as she flashed a surprised look at him. "Oh, I don't know," she spoke firmly if 
humbly, "After all, they are human beings." "Ahh'', he scowled, "Though I never went 
to th' blue, I read things ... "125 
Others were heard muttering 'It makes one think'. Henry records a conversation he had 
with one man he replied to: 
"Yes, it makes one think. The church teaches us a beneficent creator is concerned for 
all. What was God doing when that bomb fell?" 
The man drew himself up with a superior jerk. 
"They're not Christians." Snappish. 
"They're human and God is God of all or no God at all". 
"We won the war. Who shall we thank but God?" Dogmatic. 
"The soldier, sailor and airman ... to say nothing of the service-women and those who 
laboured at war work ... " 
"Sir!" Clenched fists, opening and shutting with great self-control, "I have no desire to 
argue further with the likes of you!" 
He strutted to the far end of the rice-paper panels. What did the horror executed so 
dramatically in black india ink and verrnillion mean to him?126 
The portrayals of the Hiroshima victims could be interpreted in different ways. For 
some they represented a human tragedy that spoke to all people. Some saw them as 
specifically representing the cost of a nuclear war. Collinson notes: 
The subject was immediately comprehensible, if the form was not. The Panels struck 
the heart before the mind; there could be no hesitation, for although the figures were 
Japanese, the method alien, the events historic and in a different country, the spectator 
recognized that he himself was the subject. When this idea became conscious the effect 
was numbing, most people were unable to take the Panels in on the first visit; they 
returned once, twice, again. 127 
A journalist writing in the Advertiser comments: 'But this is not a tale told of long ago. 
This is reality; this is part of our own life story and this could be again' .128 Aileen 
Palmer's poem about the Panels, "A sort of beauty", explains: 'Here's the continuing 
fear our minds reject: I But these could be ourselves; our children, crying' .129 
The paintings provided, as the Marukis had intended, a human face to the bombing. 
Some viewers felt that this concentration on human suffering caused a lack of historical 
context. The exhibition reopened the arguments seemingly settled decisively in favour 
of the bombing thirteen years before. In particular the controversy emphasises the 
125 E. Lewis Henry, "The Hiroshima Panels: Cause and Effect", Overland, no.12, Winter 1958, pl 9. 
126 Henry, "The Hiroshima Panels: Cause and Effect", p 19. 
127 Collinson, "The Hiroshima Panels", p 18. 
128 Young, "Epic panels of tragedy", p5. 
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extent to which anger at the mistreatment of Allied POW s had become imbedded in the 
collective Australian psyche. 130 It was in Adelaide, where the exhibition had been so 
popular, that the most lengthy debates in the letters to the editor column took place. 131 
Several correspondents were angered that the exhibition concentrated only on 
Hiroshima. One asks: 'Why did the artists not include scenes showing the "Rape of 
Nanking" by the 6th Japanese Division?' 132 Another suggests: 'It is almost certain that 
neither the U.S. nor Australia would be permitted to exhibit similar panels in Japan 
depicting the atrocities perpetuated by the Japanese army against helpless captives, 
military and civil'. 133 (Similar sentiments were expressed when the Panels were 
exhibited in the United States in 1970.134) 
Some considered the Panels to be communist propaganda. 135 Although both artists had 
been members of the communist party in Japan after the war, it is likely that the role of 
leftist intellectuals in organising the exhibition contributed more to this sentiment. As 
with the screenings of Children of Hiroshima, revisiting Hiroshima again became 
politicised. 
Others argued that Japanese treachery at Pearl Harbour and the treatment of prisoners of 
war justified the atomic bombs' use. One writes: 
The presence of the Hiroshima panels has produced an interesting exchange of opinion 
in regard to the dropping of the first atomic bomb by the U.S.A. The justification for 
the use of the bomb appears unquestionable, as it was followed by the immediate 
surrender of a nation responsible for the treacherous bombing of Pearl Harbour; a nation 
which abused and ignored international rules of warfare by the slaughter, torture and 
starvation of Allied servicemen and women, also civilians in POW camps and occupied 
territory. 136 
129 Palmer, "A Sort of Beauty", pl8. 
130 Saunders, "The world was black'', pl54. 
131 During the Sydney exhibition the Sydney Morning Herald printed only two letters, one complaining about the 
wording of the exhibition catalogue and one on behalf of the exhibition sponsors. During the Melbourne visit no 
letters appeared in either the Herald or the Age. 
132 Brian B. Stapleton, Advertiser, 23 Jun. 1958, p4. 
133 T.G. Retalic, Advertiser, 24 Jun. 1958, p4. 
134 MacLear, Beclouded Visions, p 173; Dower & Junkerman, The Hiroshima Murals, p 19. The Marukis did later 
paint other murals - "Crows" ( 1972) about Koreans who died in the atomic bombings, "Death of the American 
Prisoners of War" ( 1971 ), "The Rape of Nanking" ( 1975), "Auschwitz", ( 1977), "Minamata" ( 1980), about mercury 
poisoning in a Kyushu fishing village, "M inamata, Nuclear power, Sanrizuka" ( 1981) and "The battle of Okinawa" 
(1984). 
135 Letters to the editor, Advertiser, 19 Jun. 1958, p4 & 23 Jun. 1958, p4. Immigration Minister Mr. Downer said, 'I 
think it would be a great pity ifthese magnificent panels were made the subject of a political controversy', but this 
did not deter the inevitable claims. Advertiser, 9 Jun. 1958, pl. 
136 W.A. Langford, Advertiser, 21 Jun. 1958, p4. 
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J. Newth echoes other correspondents when he asks: 'Does anyone recall that but for 
Hiroshima we might be under a foreign power?' 137 
Some combined these arguments with ignorance of the effects of the nuclear bombing. 
One claims: 'Hiroshima victims died quickly; not so the British and American and 
Australian prisoners of war' .138 Another writes: 'When a nuclear weapon is employed, 
it is used to destroy a particular target and it is hoped that any life other than that 
directly concerned with that target will be preserved' .139 
In contrast those who defended the Panels stressed the inhumanity of the nuclear 
bombing of civilians. One writes: 
When I visited the Hiroshima Panels my first reactions were horror and shame. Horror 
that man could deliberately use such a dreadful weapon and shame that it was a nation 
that should know better. 140 
A clear divide can be seen between those who separated the 'innocent' from the 
'guilty'. One comments: 
It is a good thing that thousands of people have thronged to see the Hiroshima panels, if 
orily as a reminder of what man's inhumanity to man can do to the innocent as well as 
the guilty. 141 
Others argue that non-combatants shared none of the military's 'blame': 
The immorality of total war and the use of the atom and hydrogen bombs is made 
crystal clear by the exhibition at the National Gallery. Let us hang our heads in shame 
that we permitted, without effective protest, this murder of innocents. 142 
Perhaps the most telling response (although there is no way to tell how representative it 
is) came from a man who, on leaving the Perth gallery, turned to his companion and 
said: 'Before I saw them I thought we were right to drop the bomb on them. Now I'm 
not so sure'. 143 
137 J. Newth, Advertiser, 12 Jun, 1958, p4. Also see H.E. Poole, Advertiser, 10 Jun. 1958, p4; T.G. Retalic, 
Advertiser, 24 Jun. 1958, p4; Orlando Dutton, Advertiser, 19 Jun. 1958, p4. 
138 J. Newth, Advertiser, 12 Jun. 1958, p4. This claim is the most reminiscent of the 1945 letters. Two people wrote 
in to argue, Mary P. Harris, Advertiser, 16 Jun. 1958, p6 & Wallace Barns, Advertiser, 18 Jun. 1958, p4. 
139 Brian B. Stapleton, Advertiser, 23 Jun. 1958, p4. · 
140 E.R. Lang, Advertiser, 18 Jun. 1958, p4. 
141 R. Lindner, Advertiser, 18 Jun. 1958, p4. 
142 "Tay Pay", Advertiser, 14 Jun. 1958, p4. Also Wallace Barns, Advertiser, 18 Jun. 1958, p4 comments on those 
'survivors' who have contracted leukemia. 
143 Quoted in Overland, 12, Jun. 1958, p 18. 
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Hiroshima as history 
In 1964 the A.B.C. sent reporter John Penlington to Hiroshima. 144 The voiceover 
introducing his Four Corners story intones: 'Hiroshima is a name and a place few of us 
will ever forget. I was a young reporter in a newspaper office at the time the bomb fell 
on Hiroshima in August of 1945 '. Twenty years on, Hiroshima is still a newsworthy 
story, one that can be revisited to dramatic effect, to ask what is remembered, what is 
forgotten, and what has changed. The introductory remarks reaffirm Hiroshima's status 
as a watershed moment in history. They also emphasise that now it is a part of history. 
The voiceover adds tellingly that Penlington, their youngest reporter, was then in 
school. 
Despite its spectacular rebirth, because of what it represents, Hiroshima can never be a 
normal city. Penlington opens his report by declaring: 
Not even the shrill laughter of children playing in a lush green park in 1964 can hide the 
fact that it was here in Hiroshima that man first used the atomic bomb to kill his fell ow 
men, women and children. 
The bombing can not be forgotten both because it was the first use of atomic ·warfare (it 
is implied the last - Nagasaki is not mentioned) and because of the amount of 
destruction caused. Penlington reminds the audience that it claimed the lives of 
between 60,000 and 200,000 people. 
The main theme of Penlington's story is the way Hiroshima is remembered in the city 
itself. Despite the city's regrowth 'scars remain'. These scars exist on both the physical 
landscape and on victims' bodies. The dome of Hiroshima's industrial promotions hall, 
a 'tottering shell' after the explosion, was left as a reminder of its impact. Although it is 
becoming an instantly recognisable symbol it is a problematic one. Some want the 
dome demolished. Penlington says 'they plea to be allowed to forget'. For others the 
dome is a memorial 'denouncing nuclear war'. In the newer memorials, too, Penlington 
finds this ahistoricised remembering - Hiroshima as a symbol of all nuclear warfare. A 
cenotaph reads ambiguously: 'Rest in peace for the mistakes shall never be repeated'. 
Nearby a memorial to children is covered in coloured paper cranes deposited by visiting 
school children, who are brought to the Peace Park so that they might remember its 
144 "Four Corners: Hiroshima", 20 Jun. 1964, segment title no. 76526, is in title no 15938, Four Comers 1964.06.20, 
National Film & Sound Archive. 
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'lessons'. Other physical remnants of the old Hiroshima can be found at the Atomic 
Bomb Museum. Visitors can view mannequins wearing rags of victim's clothing, glass 
bent by the blast heat, battered bicycles, photographs of rubble and people receiving 
medical treatment, as well as a detailed model of the flattened city. 
Despite Hiroshima's physical transformation, Penlington explains, 'some can't forget'. 
He visits and talks to an elderly hibakusha, the Atomic Bomb Victim's Hospital and the 
Atomic Bomb Casualty Commission. At the latter he talks to an American, Dr 
Lawrence Friedman, who describes the commission's findings. Penlington then asks 
whether as an American working in Hiroshima he ever suffers from feelings of guilt. 
Friedman replies: 
My feeling of guilt relates to my being a human being. And I think this is an example 
of the extent to which man has been able to devise ways to destroy other men and this is 
my guilt. 
Penlington is also curious if the Japanese victims blame the Americans for their injuries. 
At the museum he notes: 'Even this museum, with its stark evidence of suffering, 
politely avoids any judgement on America's action in dropping the bomb on civilians'. 
Instead there is only one sign of apportioning blame: rows of photographs of nuclear 
scientists. 'It looks like an international rogues gallery', he comments, 'and you can't 
help feeling that's why it was put here'. Of the population in general he observes: 
they prefer to forget who made the bomb and to sidestep the questions of curious 
visitors by commenting with a shrug, "Well, it was war and we had to expect it, it 
couldn't be helped." 
Like those who criticised the Panels, some American visitors to the museum seem 
disturbed by what they see as a lack of historical context. Penlington films the visitor's 
book entries, which read: 
"Not pleased at all, sorry!" 
"No one to blame but the sufferer." 
"Time to think." 
"Horrifying". 
"Did the end justify the means? Is man stupid enough to get into this situation again?" 
"Damn disgrace what we did." 
"Left me completely depressed." 
"What can be said?" 
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Scenes of Hiroshima also featured in another Four Corners episode screening a year 
later called "Australia and the bomb". 145 This episode asked which nations possess 
nuclear weapons, and whether Australia should seek to become part of this nuclear 
club. 146 The programme is revealing of Australian concerns at this time, in particular 
unease over Indonesian nuclear capabilities. Reporter Neville Peterson talks to Dr T.B. 
Millar about whether Australia is a nuclear target, and whether acquiring nuclear 
weapons will increase this risk. Here we can see the beginning of concern that the 
presence of American bases have made Australia a more likely nuclear target. 147 
Towards the end of the report the programme shows footage of Hiroshima before and 
after the nuclear attack and of the bomb used. The voiceover explains: 'Since these 
early devices the bombs have become much more powerful and much more 
destructive'. Over a picture of a mushroom cloud it continues: 'Yet this one killed more 
than 200,000 people and reduced the cities to ashes'. Hiroshima once again is being 
used as a warning and as a yardstick. The view then shifts to reveal black and white 
footage of the devastated city. The voiceover says: 
It's with pictures like this in mind, of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, that Australians have to 
ask themselves the question on which there's an already growing debate. If we had the 
bomb would this automatically stop another country from launching an atomic attack 
upon us? 
(On the screen another mushroom cloud expands.) 
Or does it mean that we're more likely to encourage others to join the nuclear race and 
bring nuclear war down on our own heads? 
The question is left unanswered, as the report ends with lingering shots of the 
devastated Hiroshima landscape. 
Australians' initial responses to the bombing of Hiroshima were conditioned by anti-
Japanese sentiments and their relief at the end of the war. But understandings of 
Hiroshima were not formed by this first encounter alone. Attitudes towards the 
bombing changed over time as more learnt about both what happened at Hiroshima and 
the long term effects of radiation exposure. For some, revisiting Hiroshima raised 
145 "Four Corners: Australia and the bomb", 4 Sep. 1965, segment title no. 6396, is in title no. 15889, Four Comers 
1965.09.04, National Film & Sound Archive. 
146 On this point see Wayne Reynolds, Australia's bid for the atomic bomb. (Melbourne: Melbourne University 
Press, 2000). 
147 See Desmond J. Ball, A suitable piece of real estate: American installations in Australia. (Sydney: Hale & 
Iremonger, 1980). 
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questions about the appropriateness of the bombing or increased their sympathy for 
those who had suffered, and still were suffering, from its effects. For some these 
revisitations were a challenge to historical truth and they resented such sympathy. 
Others saw in the Japanese experience reflections of themselves in a future nuclear war. 
Photos, painting and film footage both informed of victims' suffering, and invoked the 
warning that 'this might happen to you'. Revisiting Hiroshima, then, was a process of 
reinvention and rediscovery, a process that continues to this present day. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: SOMEONE ELSE'S APOCALYPSE: NUCLEAR 
FICTIONS 
'"I suppose I haven't got any imagination", said Peter thoughtfully. "It's - it's the end of the world. I've 
never had to imagine anything like that before'". 1 
When compared to the deluge of writing on nuclear issues in the 1980s the period 1945 
to 1965 produced few Australian nuclear fictions. Unlike other war stories, nuclear 
fictions are not read from the secure perspective of victory.2 Imagining nuclear war 
could distress both readers and writers. These texts, however, give a valuable glimpse 
into the way people thought about nuclear energy and nuclear war. This chapter will 
explore how these texts suggest a peculiarly Australian perspective of the nuclear threat 
- one that was written from the periphery of the Cold War but revealed apprehension 
about being swept away by its consequences. 
These fictions demonstrate writers' struggles to imagine a nuclear war. What would 
survival mean? Did it simply mean not to die? How would people behave in this alien 
post-nuclear world? How would the war itself be different? These fictions also reveal a 
surprising homogeneity in the imagery and themes authors drew upon as they groped to 
find words to describe the unfamiliar nuclear threat. 
Waiting to die - On the Beach 
Nevil Shute's On the Beach (1957) is one of the best known stories of nuclear 
destruction. Paul Brians writes: 'it was to prove the most influential work of its kind for 
the next quarter of a century and the only one most people ever read' .3 Despite its 
literary shortcomings (its stereotypical characters and awkward love story) and many 
critics' dismissal of the book it sold well. From August 1957 it stayed on the U.S. best 
seller list for thirty six weeks and was also syndicated in 100 newspapers.4 
1 Nevil Shute, On the Beach. (Melbourne: William Heinemann, 1959), p89. 
2 Paul Brians, Nuclear Holocausts: atomic war in fiction, 1895-1984. (Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1 987), 
p3. 
Brians, Nuclear Holocausts, pl 9. 
4 Donald H. Tuck, The Encyclopaedia of Science Fiction and Fantasy through 1968. Vol. 2. (Chicago: Advent 
publications, 1978), pp332-33. For examples of negative reviews see Catholic World, Oct. 1957, 186, p72, 
Commonweal, Aug. 1957, 66, p524, Canadian Forum, Oct. 1957, 37, p166, New Yorker, Aug. 1957, 33, pl07, The 
Spectator, 14 Jun. 1957, p788, Time, 19 Aug. 1957, 70, p84. 
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On the Beach is most interesting for its peculiarly Australian perception of the nuclear 
threat. Ava Gardner may have quipped that Melbourne was the ideal place to make a 
movie about the end of the world, but in Shute's story the nuclear destruction is limited 
to the Northern Hemisphere. Despite its military alliance with the U.S. Australia is not 
damaged by the weapons themselves. Instead the threat comes from radiation which the 
wind currents carry inexorably southwards. Australians and a handful of American 
refugees wait for certain death. 
Unlike Americans, Australians did not automatically assume their cities would be the 
first targets in a nuclear war. On the Beach then provides a metaphor for Australian 
nuclear fears. Watching the arms race between the U.S. and U.S.S.R. from its position 
on the periphery of world affairs, Australia must nonetheless also bear the 
consequences. Shute offers a peculiarly Australian perspective which differs to that 
provided by U.S. or British fictions, but at the same time he stresses that the nuclear 
holocaust must be a universal issue. 
On the Beach was unique among nuclear fictions for its bleak insistence that all life on 
the planet would die. There were no 'Adam and Eve' characters left to repopulate the 
earth and build a better future, as in most apocalyptic tales. Even in darker nuclear 
fictions where survivors live to repeat their former mistakes, such as Walter Miller's 
Canticle for Leibowitz and Ray Bradbury's Martian Chronicles, the narrative is 
cyclical.5 For Shute nuclear war provided an unequivocal end. 
The novel begins a year after the nuclear war has ended. The conflict began in the 
Middle East and escalated through a series of misunderstandings. Once the war had 
started the death of statesmen and the breakdown of communications led to mistakes of 
enormous magnitude, such as the U.S.'s unprovoked bombing of the Soviet Union. 
Shute places blame for the war on the build up of arsenals by the major states, the 
proliferation of weapons to smaller powers and the corresponding inability of any power 
to stop the escalation once it began. 
Dwight Towers is the American captain of the U.S.S. Scorpion. This nuclear powered 
submarine is the only usable one as access to Northern oil supplies has been cut off. 
5 Ray Bradbury, The Martian Chronicles (Garden City, N .Y.: Doubleday, 1950); Walter M. Miller, A Canticle for 
Leibowitz (New York: Lippincott, 1959). 
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Towers continues with his work, behaving as though he is on another tour of duty and 
will return to his family in September (the approximate date given for the radiation to 
reach Melbourne). Moira Davidson, a young Australian woman, has become a heavy 
drinker since the war. She does not work (as a consequence of taking an honours 
degree in History) and has little to do but wait to die, until Towers' arrival gives her one 
last chance at 'fleeting happiness'. The other major characters are a newly married 
Australian couple, Lieutenant-Commander Peter Holmes and his wife Mary. Peter is 
looking forward to a tour on Towers' submarine after months of inactivity. Both appear 
calmly resigned to their fate. Mary continues to tend their garden and makes plans for 
house renovations. It is only later in the novel, when both become ill, that Mary 
questions whether events could have transpired differently. 
Despite its grimness On the Beach contains none of the familiar images of war, such as 
the rubble of cities seen in World War IL Clearly nuclear warfare is a different kind of 
war in which you do not have to be shot - or even shot at - to die. Unlike other war 
novelists, writers of nuclear fictions had little experience to draw on. Portrayals of the 
Hiroshima bombing had downplayed the human experience. Hiroshima, furthermore, 
was destroyed by just one bomb. In a global conflict, would not hundreds of atomic -
and hydrogen bombs - be used? 
Writers had varying success describing what the post nuclear landscape actually looked 
like. Miller's Canticle for Leibowitz, for example, vividly captures the desolation of the 
post apocalyptic desert. In contrast, On the Beach is set in Australia, far from the war's 
battle zones. Its impact is revealed only indirectly; for example, there are no cars on the 
streets due to the lack of petrol supplies from the Northern Hemisphere. 
Characters consider their inability to visualise what the Northern Hemisphere looks like 
now. Peter Holmes discusses radiation sickness with C.S.LR.O. scientist, John 
Osborne: 
"The trouble is, I can't really believe it's going to happen. Can you?" 
"Not after what you've seen?" 
Peter shook his head. "No. If we'd seen any damage ... " 
"No imagination whatsoever", remarked the scientist. "It's the same with all you 
service people. 'That can't happen to me'". He paused. "But it can. And it certainly 
will". 
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"I suppose I haven't got any imagination", said Peter thoughtfully. "It's - it's the end 
of the world. I've never had to imagine anything like that before".6 
Another character comments on how few refugees from northern Australia have arrived. 
He concludes: 'I believe it is that nobody really thinks it's going to happen, not to them, 
until they start to feel it. And by that time, well, it's less effort to stay at home and take 
it' .7 Similarly, Stanley Kramer's movie version shows an eerie American landscape, 
where the buildings remain but all life has disappeared. As the Scorpion floats in the 
harbour of one such ghost city one sailor deserts to 'go home', even though this means 
certain death from the radiation poisoning. 
One could also ask of On the Beach, 'where are the dead'? Setting the novel after the 
war's conclusion, and in an untouched country, eliminates the need to show any 
corpses. Even when the Scorpion travels to the Northern Hemisphere there are no 
bodies or skeletons. The human population of the earth has just vanished. On The 
Beach thus questions readers' apocalyptic notions of the 'end of the world'. Osborne 
comments grimly: 'It's not the end of the world at all ... it's only the end of us. The 
world will go on the same, only we shan't be in it. I dare say it will get along all right 
without us'.8 The 'end of the world' did not occur in the cataclysmic explosions of the 
nuclear war but in the incremental deaths of the rest of the population. Shute makes this 
clear at the outset of the novel when he quotes T.S. Eliot: 'This is the way the world 
ends, not with a bang but a whimper'. 
Imaginings of the post nuclear landscape required surviving characters who could tell 
their story. But what did it mean to 'survive' a nuclear war? Did it mean simply not to 
die? The use of nuclear holocaust scenarios as a stage on which to examine how 
humans would behave suggests otherwise. Authors suggested that true survivors would 
be those who maintained their dignity under unprecedented pressure. 
Two of the best known U.S. fictions which touch on this theme are Philip Wylie's 
Tomorrow! (1954) and Walter M. Miller's A Canticle for Leibowitz (1959). Wylie, who 
worked as a consultant to the Federal Defence Administration from 1949 to 1954, wrote 
Tomorrow to promote the cause of civil defence. It contrasts the experiences of two 
6 Shute, On the beach, p89. 
7 Shute, On the beach, p 132. 
8 Shute, On the beach, p89. 
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towns, one with good civil defence preparations, another with poor plans. Wylie 
describes the nuclear attacks and their immediate consequences in gruesome detail, 
killing off many characters in the process. The most sympathetic survive to 'build a 
new world' .9 
Canticle told the story of a small band of monks of the order of St Leibowitz (a nuclear 
physicist) who try to preserve knowledge in a desolate post-nuclear landscape. After 
the nuclear war there was a 'great simplification' in which survivors turned first on 
those who had created the nuclear weapons, then on anyone representing knowledge or 
learning. The physical holocaust itself was mirrored by the book burning and 
destruction of universities - the true destruction of 'civilisation'. 
Miller's novel comments darkly on the question of survival. Genetic freaks, savage 
animals and wild humans prowl the post-holocaust desert landscape. Although 
fragments of knowledge survive (the monks diligently copy and illuminate relics, such 
as a circuit diagram) the meaning of the documents has been forgotten. When a new 
Renaissance and Industrial Revolution occur humanity re-learns what it has lost, then 
proceeds to destroy itself again. 
Throughout this period, as I argued in the previous chapter, there was very little factual 
information available about the consequences of a nuclear war. 10 Occasionally 
commentators did offer dire predictions. Marc Oliphant, for example, when speaking 
out against the stockpiling of nuclear arsenals, gave striking descriptions of the post-
nuclear landscape. In one lecture he explains: 
Full scale war in the future means utter annihilation of hundreds of millions of people, 
of cities and factories, and the widespread effects of radiation over millions of square 
miles. The havoc will be wrought in days instead of over years, with little or no 
warning of its imminence. There can be no defence, only retaliation in kind. 
Civilization as we know it would be wiped out, and suffering among survivors of the 
holocaust would be immense and of long duration.11 
On another occasion he declares: 
A single atomic weapon falling upon a modern city would produce such damage to 
services such as water, gas and electricity, would create such fires and would cause so 
many casualties that any imaginable system of civil defence would be saturated. No 
practicable system of fire-fighting could be effective, no number of surviving hospitals 
9 Philip Wylie, Tomorrow! (New York: Rinehart, 1954); Brians, Nuclear Holocausts, p345. 
10 See for example, Brown, "A is for atom", p79. 
11 Marc Oliphant, "I put it to you", A.B.C. at St. Mark's, 16th Nov. 1961, OPS 4 Box 2. 
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and first aid posts could do much for the wounded. Transport in the destroyed and 
damaged areas would come to a standstill, while power and water would be cut off. 
Without iron discipline, enforced by troops, the population would panic and its 
movement out from the damaged and contaminated areas would block all roads against 
rescue and fire-fighting parties. Unless life could be lived continuously underground, 
bomb-proof shelters would be of little use. If the weapons dropped were hydrogen 
bombs the whole city and its suburbs would be destroyed and there would be little 
chance of survival for those trapped beneath the smouldering ruins.12 
In Shute's story those left in the Southern Hemisphere are 'survivors'. The tensions 
Oliphant foreshadowed between those with access to resources and those without are 
mediated to some extent by the fact that Australians were physically unscathed. But 
they too will die, and rather tha:n a (relatively) sudden death, they wait for radiation 
sickness to arrive. When Moira bursts out: 'There was never a bomb dropped in the 
southern hemisphere ... Why must it come to us? Can't anything be done to stop it?', 
Towers replies with calm fatalism: 
Not a thing. It's the winds. It's mighty difficult to dodge what's carried on the wind. 
You just can't do it. You've got to take what's coming to you, and make the best of it.13 
Shute asks us, are they better off in this state of lingering death? Towers believes that 
they are. He explains to Moira: 
"But no wind does blow into the southern hemisphere from the northern hemisphere. If 
it did we'd all be dead right now." 
"I wish we were", she said bitterly. "It's like waiting to be hung". 
"Maybe it is. Or maybe it's a period of grace".14 
Shute addresses the question of how should (or would) people behave when faced with 
impending death, with stoicism or with despair? What does it mean to behave 
'reasonably' in an unreasonable situation? Moira is bitter at the unfairness of her 
situation, regrets all she has yet to experience, and copes by excessive drinking, her 
cynicism and her refusal to take anything seriously. When rowers tells her she should 
try going to bed early she retorts: 'What's the use? ... What's the use of anything 
now?' 15 Other characters feel Moira is not accepting the 'reality' of their situation but it 
is really her awareness of her approaching death that troubles others. Her anger 
contrasts sharply with their resignation. This contrast is even more evident in Russell 
12 Marc Oliphant, "The threat to civilization from atomic warfare", p9, draft speech, undated, OP S4 Box I. 
13 Shute, On the beach, p39. 
14 Shute, On the beach, p40. 
15 Shute, On the beach, p37. 
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Mulcahy's most recent film adaptation in which Moira's excessive drinking and 
philandering seem the most realistic and even logical response to their impending doom. 
In this period of grace Shute's characters do not riot, pillage and loot (although such 
behaviour does appear in Mulcahy's film version.) Beneath the apparent calm is a 
socially enforced embargo against despair. At social gatherings conversations 
studiously avoid serious subjects. The American visitor is whisked from one activity to 
another so that he does not have time to be reminded by the Australian families of the 
loss of his own. The A.B.C. is praised for its unflinching honesty to the public and its 
role in 'steadying people'. 
Rather than giving a noble picture of the way these humans approach their death readers 
were struck by the horror of the survivors' passive acceptance. Characters who 
continued to speak of future plans end their lives by taking suicide pills, which are 
freely available to the population. Not only have nuclear weapons literally destroyed 
humanity, Shute suggests they have also broken the human spirit. In the U.S. On the 
Beach became embroiled in arguments about civil defence as critics accused Shute (and 
director Stanley Kramer) of promoting fatalism. One U.S. governor comments: 
I don't know how many of you have seen the movie "On the Beach". I know some of 
my kids saw it, and I want to tell you, that is a great way to destroy peoples' will to 
resist, because they come out of that movie saying, "There is nothing we can do" .16 
As this quote suggests, much of On the Beach's popularity (or perhaps its notoriety) can 
be attributed to its film adaptation. Many who have not read the novel can recall the 
movie version. 17 Shute's novel has been adapted for the screen twice: the better known 
1959 Stanley Kramer film starring Ava Gardner, Gregory Peck and Fred Astaire; and in 
2000 Russell Mulcahy's made for television movie starring Armand Assante, Brian 
Brown and Rachel Ward. Like the book Kramer's movie proved popular for its 
contemporary concern with nuclear war despite its weaknesses. One critic wrote that it 
was: 
a sentimental sort of radical romance, in which the customers are spared any scenes of 
realistic horror, and are instead asked to accept the movie notion of what is really 
horrible about the end of the world; boy (Gregory Peck) does not get girl (Ava 
Gardner).18 
16 Nelson Rockefeller, quoted in Mechling & Mechling, "The campaign for civil defence", p 139. 
17 Mechling & Mechling, "The campaign for civil defence", note 67, p152. 
18 Time review, quoted in Joseph Keyerleber, "On the beach", in Jack Shaheen (ed.) Nuclear War Films. 
(Carbondale, Ill.: Southern Illinois University Press, 1978), p32. 
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The differences between the two versions are telling. In Mulcahy's version Shute's 
scenario is reset in the late 20th Century with few changes to the plot. The ease with 
which the story is transferred hints that Shute's imagined apocalypse is still considered 
plausible today. Still, there are incongruities which are jarring. What is most curious 
about the recent adaptation is what is not said. Australians show visible anger towards 
Americans, particularly those in uniform, whom they blame for the war. Their anger 
towards these warmongers implies that the war was not, as it seemed in both Kramer 
and Shute's versions, a terrible accident, for which no-one - or everyone - is to blame. 
But who is at fault? The military? World leaders? Mulcahy' s version is unclear on this 
point. Do we still live in the state of nuclear anarchy Shute predicted? Or does the 
threat of accidental annihilation seem unrealistic today? The helpless fatalism of 
Shute' s novel, which had its historical and cultural context in a society still groping to 
react to the nuclear threat, seems oddly out of place in the contemporary setting. 
Neither does the newer film mention that in the forty years since the publication of 
Shute's novel, the increasing presence of American military installations on the 
Australian mainland has made it much more likely that Australia itself would be a 
military target. 
There are several other differences which alert the viewer to the fact that this is not the 
1950s. Moira's drinking and philandering are made much more blatant. An early scene 
shows a news report about the arrival of illegal refugees. Overall Mulcahy' s version is 
mucp less subtle. In Kramer's film the irony of Peck's crew surviving because their 
submarine is nuclear powered is subtextual. Mulcahy's film spells this out for the 
audience. Gregory Peck's Dwight Towers radiates a chillingly calm fatalism; Assante's 
Towers swaggers and blusters like a modem day MacArthur. Assante admits he chose 
not to fire his nuclear warheads because enough destruction had already occurred, thus 
allowing Ward's angry Moira to overcome her aversion to him. In the most important 
reversal boy does get girl: Peck's Towers sacrificed love for duty, but Assante's 
submarine heads north without him as he returns to spend his last moments with Moira. 
The world still ends, but this time the romantics are assuaged. 
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A strange kind of survival - The Day Before Tomorrow 
Ric Throssell's play The Day Before Tomorrow (1956) is one of the few early post-
apocalyptic Australian works. It sprang from Throssell's interest in this question of 
survival. In his autobiography Throssell describes two incidents which prompted him to 
write the play. One was reading in the Canberra Times a 'journalist's dry summary' of 
how poorly medical services would cope after a nuclear war. He writes: 
Life would be worse than dying, I thought. It would be a hopeless scrabble to stay 
alive, as it had been in the concentration camps, when the old ideas of what was right 
and good had been forgotten, and ordinary decent people had done anything to stay 
alive. 19 
The second was an incident that occurred in his garden as he tried to imagine the reality 
of the aftermath of a nuclear bomb and the struggle for daily survival that would 
ensue.20 
The play was first performed in April 1956 by the Canberra Repertory Society. It was 
also staged by the Victorian Drama League for the Australian Olympic Drama Festival 
in Melbourne in 1956 and later appeared at the University of Cardiff and at the 
Edinburgh Fringe Festival in August and September 1960. It was broadcast as a radio 
play by the A.B.C. in June 1956 and again in February 1959. Despite its moderate 
success an A.B.C. Weekly writer dismissed the play as 'subversive peace-front 
propaganda'. Throssell notes in his memoirs: 'it was not popular to criticize the bomb 
in 1956'.21 As the son of Katharine Susannah Pritchard, Throssell was already 
suspected of disloyalty. His advocacy of peace did nothing to assuage the suspicions of 
A.S.I.O., who continued to investigate him throughout his foreign affairs career, despite 
him being cleared of any wrong doing by the Petrov Royal Commission.22 
The main theme of The Day Before Tomorrow is the disintegration of the Jackson 
family. Throssell's concentration on one family, critic R.F. Brissendon believes, 'gives 
his picture of the world after the bomb a simple and convincing human dimension' .23 
Jackson himself loses his memory regularly and wakes with no knowledge of what his 
19 Ric Throssell, My Father's Son. (Victoria: William Heinemann, 1989), p346. 
20 Throssell, My Father's Son, p345. 
21 Throssell, My Father's Son, p345; R.F. Brissendon, "Forward," px; Jack Bedson & Julian Croft (eds.) The 
Campbell Howard Annotated Index of Australian Plays, 1920-1955 (Annidale: Centre for Australian Language & 
Literary Studies, U.N.E., 1993), p366 
22 Ric Throssell, "Another Canberra: my dossier", Blast, no. 16, Winter 1991, ppS-8. 
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family has been through. He must reacquaint himself with his estranged daughter and 
ill wife. Throssell's survivors are not only struggling with the consequences of the 
nuclear war. They are trapped by other humans, healthier survivors who use military 
force to patrol a quarantine zone. When outsiders come to bring relief supplies a tense 
confrontation occurs between those from the non-contaminated zone and the corralled 
'survivors' they consider to be wild animals. 
In a similar way, On the Beach used the idea of boundaries to delineate 'safe' and 
'unsafe' areas. Shute's survivors were trapped within the shrinking safe zone in the 
Southern Hemisphere. These boundaries suggest that even in apocalyptic stories there 
is an understanding that the destruction is not uniform, there are still more and less 
affected areas. Even in On the Beach, with its overall bleakness, the chimera of survival 
in the Northern Hemisphere (a mysterious radio signal) provides a glimmer of 
optimism. 
Despite their hardship Throssell wanted the Jacksons to be characters who would not do 
'what ever they had to do' to survive. Mary says to her daughter: 
We mustn't forget, my darling. We mustn't forget that we are people. We're not just 
animals scratching in the dirt for something to keep us alive. We are people. We must 
remember that, Caroline.24 
The member of the family to suffer the most is the Jacksons' child, Caroline. For more 
than a year after the atomic war she prostitutes herself in exchange for food and in the 
process loses her emotional bond with her parents, her ability to form normal 
relationships with others and becomes 'prematurely aged'. Although Caroline has 
survived physically, while their younger son died shortly after the explosion, she has 
sacrificed all that made her human, thus her survival is empty. Although Jackson has 
survived physically he suffers from repeated psychological trauma. Mary's body is 
ravaged by radiation sickness. When reacquainting Jackson with the days after the war 
her bitterness at their 'survival' is obvious: 
Mary: Hour after hour after hour. It's just the same. As if those who were left were 
trying to die. But we stayed alive- and now it's too late. 
Jackson: Why? What is there -
Mary: It began with death. Now we have to live.25 
23 R.F. Brissendon, "Forward," pvii. in Ric Throssell, The Day Before Tomorrow. (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 
1969), pl I. 
24 Throssell, The Day Before Tomorrow, pl I. 
25 Throssell, The Day Before Tomorrow, p5. 
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When relief workers cross the boundaries to distribute food parcels Jackson tries to 
show them he is a reasonable man. (Again, we see the notion of behaving 'reasonably' 
in an unreasonable situation.) One young worker is impressed by his demeanour. 
Convinced the Jacksons are not like the other quarantined survivors, he tries to persuade 
his superiors to help them escape. The Jacksons' hopes had been raised already by 
rumours that authorities were planning to move out the healthy survivors. When 
another official accuses Caroline of stealing bread from a supply depot, tensions are 
brought to a head. Their desperate behaviour convinces the workers the Jacksons too 
are beyond saving. 
The grimness of the play is only tempered in the closing lines, as Jackson says: 'Go to 
bed, Mary. There'll be work to do in the morning. Tomorrow we'll plant some 
seeds ... ' 26 
The atomic nightmare - A Dream 
John Bowker's This atomic age and you (1948) was written in support of the world 
government movement, at a time when increasing Cold War tensions caused talk of 
another world war. At the end of this work Bowker included a short story called "A 
Dream", his fictional account of surviving a nuclear war. "A Dream" underscores many 
of the arguments from his main text. Despite the warnings of eminent scientists most 
people believe atomic warfare will not happen, or more to the point, that it could not 
happen to them. This, Bowker believes, is what impairs individuals from acting to 
influence world affairs.27 
In This atomic age and you Bowker argues that the atomic bomb should not be thought 
of as simply a larger weapon, as radiation puts it in a 'different realm'. He encourages 
readers not to draw too many lessons from the bombing of Hiroshima. He reminds 
readers that horrific stories from hibakusha, such as those featured in John Hersey's 
popular paperback, Hiroshima, were the tales of survivors. What if we heard the voices 
of those who did not survive? He also argues that it makes no sense to examine the 
26 Throssell, The Day Before Tomorrow, p83. 
27 John Earl Bowker, This atomic age and you. (Melbourne: E. & E. Publishing Co., 1948), p64. 
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results of one bomb, when hundreds may be used. How would such a large scale atomic 
bombardment effect water supplies, the health of the population, food reserves, or the 
mental condition of survivors?28 
"A Dream" begins amid high international tension and rumours of war. The narrator 
dismisses a neighbour's concerns, saying: 'Why people couldn't stop worrying about 
things they could not understand, or, even if they did understand, could do nothing to 
alter them, was beyond me' .29 The unnamed city is atom-bombed during the night. The 
narrator wakes, pinned under a wardrobe, to find his wife and child dead. As they live 
six miles from the city the damage is not as bad as in the city itself, where fires rage 
uncontrollably. The narrator and other survivors camp in the city's outskirts, foraging 
for food, and for information about what has happened. 
After some time has passed, the unnamed enemy releases a bacterial agent which causes 
people affected by radiation to tum yellow, then become insane. The military hunts and 
shoots these survivors. Although affected himself, the narrator manages to escape and 
flees into the city's ruins. When he wakes from his madness he finds himself living in 
the remains of a hospital. The city itself is devastated; he stumbles upon corpses 
everywhere. After foraging for cans of food, he builds a fire and begins to read material 
scavenged from the rubble of a library. He realises then 'how much warning the world 
had had of the consequences of war in an atomic age'. 30 Alone in the ruins, haunted by 
these ghosts, he sits and wonders why he did nothing to stop this from happening. As 
he feels himself dying, he wakes, drenched in sweat, to find it had all been a nightmare. 
Although it was probably not widely read, "A Dream" is notable for its concentration on 
the details of the post-nuclear experience. As the narrator tries to cope with the 
destruction around him, Bowker stresses its difference from previous wars. His narrator 
explains, somewhat clumsily: 
If this was war, it was like nothing I had ever imagined. That was it - it was like 
nothing that had ever happened before. Things were happening all around us but we 
didn't know what kind of things they were.31 
28 Bowker, This atomic age and you, pp8-9, 13, 64-5. 
29 Bowker, "A dream", p233. 
30 Bowker, "A dream", p249. 
31 Bowker, "A dream", p239. 
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Despite dismissing the use of the Hiroshima experience as a lesson, Bowker appears to 
have drawn heavily from survivors' accounts. The style of his story (a first person 
narrative) is reminiscent of the anecdotes in Hersey's Hiroshima. His descriptions also 
echo their stories: the death of relatives, his terrible thirst, the rows of charred corpses, 
seeing badly burnt friends stumbling along the street and not recognising them, and so 
on. 
As with other imaginings of nuclear war, Bowker creates more and less damaged areas. 
But even the area outside the ruined city is not 'safe'. The boundaries of societal order 
are maintained by the military. They have orders to shoot looters, anyone inciting 
panic, and later, those turning mad from the bacteriological agent. Bowker does not 
specifically locate his story in Australia, although early in it the narrator mused that 
Europe (where strife was occurring) 'seemed a long way off, even in these days of fast 
flying planes'. 32 As in Shute's story, Bowker reminds his readers that the nuclear threat 
is unavoidably global. 
Despite its grim descriptions "A Dream" also contains fantastic elements. For example, 
the days are lengthened because the atomic explosions have shifted the earth's orbit. 
That the lone survivor would sift though the ruins of a library to find something to read 
also seems ridiculous, given he had yet to find a water supply or search for other 
survivors in the city. The narrator's own improbable survival is explained in the story's 
last pages: 
It was not that I had been blessed by my escape. I was cursed. I was to pay the penalty, 
for all who, like me, had ignored the writing on the wall. To live on alone to the end. 
The very thought froze the blood in my veins, but I was too fear-stricken to take my 
own life yet. I was afraid to live.33 
Perhaps what Bowker's story shows best is the difficulty of reconciling a 'realistic' 
depiction of the post-nuclear world with any sense of optimism about humanity's 
chance of surviving such a catastrophe. Like Shute's characters who wait helplessly for 
death, Bowker's lone man is stranded in a wasteland, where even 'God has left the 
world'. 34 Humans must bear the consequences of their foolish actions - extinction -
alone. 
32 Bowker, "A dream", p233. 
33 Bowker, "A dream", p250. 
34 Bowker, "A dream'', p250. 
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Accidental Armageddon - The Panic 
Along with the question of how people would behave after a nuclear attack, writers also 
imagined how these attacks would unfold. In most well known nuclear fictions the war 
occurs as a result of an accident or a series of accidents (On the Beach), the 
malfunctioning of equipment (Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler's Fail Safe), or the 
insane plans of an unstable individual (Peter George's Dr Strange/ave, or how I learned 
to stop worrying and love the bomb).35 These were fears specific to the nuclear age. 
Lloyd Davies' short story "The Panic" addressed this issue on a smaller scale, asking 
how much devastation the accidental explosion of one hydrogen bomb could cause. 36 
Davies was an opponent of nuclear weapons. He comments: 
I cannot recall there being any specific catalyst for "The Panic", it just came to me in a 
moment of inspiration while I was working in my garden. I was at the time heavily 
involved in the Peace Movement and steeped in the literature about the devastating 
effects of a nuclear explosion. Most thinking people at the time were aware of the 
constant danger of a nuclear war and worried sick about it... I think that "The Panic" 
was a way of personalising the danger of a nuclear bomb in a literary form. 37 
"The Panic" describes a nuclear scare in a small Western Australian town. During the 
British nuclear testing a plane carrying a hydrogen bomb suffered technical difficulties. 
While trying to land the pilot crashed into bushland north of the town and the 
population are forced to evacuate. At first glance this four page story is unremarkable -
indeed there seems to be little panic in it The news of the plane's accident begins as a 
rumour. Neighbours come together to try to piece together different fragments of news. 
It is obvious that the community is apprehensive, by the time the Prime Minister 
broadcasts an announcement the 'atmosphere was quite electric'. Yet there is no 
evidence of panic. While waiting for the official broadcast most of the neighbours 
gather together and begin to organise evacuation plans. Those with cars and money 
share with those who have neither. The next morning the Sunday paper greets them 
with an alarmist headline proclaiming: 'Give us the facts' which accuses the 
government of a cover-up. 
35 Published originally in the U.K. as Peter Bryant, Two hours to doom (London: Boardman, 1958), in the U.S. as Red 
Alert (New York: Ace, 1958), then novelised from the movie as Dr Strangelove (London: Corgi, 1963 ); Eugene 
Burdick and Harvey Wheeler, Fail Safe. (New York: McGraw Hill, 1962). 
36 Lloyd Davies, "The Panic", Overland, 10, Sep. 1957, pp3-6. 
37 Letter from Lloyd Davies to author, 11 Nov. 1999, in author's possession. 
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Later that day the Premier orders the town's evacuation and the family join this exodus. 
At first the traffic is slow moving, drivers are impatient. Once they are out of town the 
panic seems to ease, 'other drivers began to show more co-operation and courtesy'. The 
narrator stops to help a man with a broken down Morris utility and chats to him 
sociably. That night, they reach his wife's aunt's farm, the third family group to arrive. 
They remain there for a week listening to news of the bomb's removal. In the end the 
evacuation feels a little like a 'week's involuntary holiday'. Despite the description of 
blocked roads, closed service stations, his wife's one bout of hysteria and their 
anxiousness, the story does not convey the feeling of desperation you would expect in 
this situation. 
It does however touch on some interesting questions. How far away is far enough from 
a hydrogen bomb? Can the government be trusted to guide the people in an emergency 
like this? How will people behave when faced with the possibility of nuclear 
annihilation? Davies' characters behave with relative orderliness and once they are out 
of immediate danger their sociability quickly returns. Unlike Bowker's sudden attack, 
the citizens were given forty eight hours to leave before the experts' attempts to diffuse 
the bomb. Additionally, the 'panic' was created by a single weapon. The lack of panic 
may be attributable also to the fact that it was not an enemy weapon but one being 
developed by Australia's allies and protectors. 
The 'shadow world': familiar metaphors 
One problem faced universally by writers was the feeling that their sense of dread about 
atomic weapons was too difficult to put into words. This difficulty was not just one of 
finding the right phrases but being able to conceptualise this amount of destruction.38 
This last section will firstly discuss how several writers dealt with this problem, and 
then will canvass the familiar body of images and metaphors that writers turned to. 
In one poem by Charles Hingham he depicts a visit to the Nagasaki War Museum: 'the 
crass I Immoment, silly facts: I The dates of birth and dying I Name, height, the broken 
38 Hales, "The atomic sublime," pp5-31; Mick Broderick, "The Rupture of Rapture: recent film narratives of 
apocalypse", Southern Review, 27(1 ), Mar. 1994, pp70-8; Jill Redner, "Prophets, Clowns and Metaphysicals: 
Australian writers in the nuclear age," Island Magazine, no. 36, Spring 1988, p4. 
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shards I Of long dead artifacts'. 39 His dismay at the distance between himself and the 
'evidence' of the bombing is obvious. In the final stanza he writes: 
Our pity, their regret 
Are lost before the face 
Of truth, the hollow bowl, 
The twisted worthless trace 
Of broken wedding rings. 
Nothing, nothing can work, 
Not love not pity, yet 
One registers those things, 
Throwing the dead a net 
Across that foundering dark. 40 
Judith Wright also addresses this problem. In a conference address, she explains that 
language: 
is not designed to deal with the second world, the shadow-world in which relativity and 
quantum theory operate and in which matter does not exist. . . Nuclear physics, the 
nuclear world, is sub-linguistic. Only - used as it has been - physics has the power to 
destroy the human race with all its languages and the world it thought it knew. How to 
deal with this double vision world we now live in has been one of my own main poetic 
problems.41 
Wright dealt with this problem in several ways. Her first approach was to 'affirm the 
value and reality of life'. From 1946 to 1950 Wright wrote about human relationships 
in Woman to Man. She did attempt to write about the atomic bombing of Japan but 
found writing about Hiroshima and Nagasaki too difficult.42 She translated them into an 
image which had a particular potency for her Australian audience - that of bushfire. 
She writes: 'Charred death upon the rock leans his charred bone I and stares at death 
from sockets black with flame' .43 
In chapter two I discussed some examples of common themes in nuclear discourses. 
These ideas also appeared in fictions. The remainder of this chapter will explore these 
images. Their prevalence demonstrates a peculiar homogeneity in the ways that quite 
different texts discuss atomic energy. That such intertextual conversations occurred is 
not surprising. Authors groping for words and images to discuss atomic technology had 
a wealth of metaphors to draw upon. 
39 Hingham, "War Museum at Nagasaki", p27. 
40 Hingham, "War Museum at Nagasaki", p27. 
41 Judith Wright, quoted in Dorothy Green & David Headon (eds.) Imagining the Real: Australian Writing in the 
Nuclear Age. (Crows Nest, N.S.W.: A.B.C. Enterprises, 1987), p23. 
42 Judith Wright, Imagining the Real, p23. 
43 Judith Wright, "Night after Bushfire'', quoted in Imagining the Real, pp23-24; Wright, "The Bushfire", Meanjin, 
5(4), Summer 1946, p304. 
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Some of these metaphors referred to known images or events, such as the mushroom 
cloud. When conveying the anxiety of one character, Lloyd Davies writes: 
I kept recalling the newsreel shots I had seen of nuclear explosions, picturing the great 
white flash, the enormous frightening upward roll of smoke which never to me seemed 
even remotely to resemble a mushroom. I tried to visualise it sweeping across all these 
miles and miles of houses and gardens. I pictured it searing up my roses, our house, my 
books.44 
When reminding her husband of the night an atomic explosion destroyed their city in 
The Day Before Tomorrow, Mary Jackson says: 
For a moment it was sunlight. Searing white sunlight. As if the sky had opened. Then 
fire everywhere, and screaming. We tried to run. You could see the cloud over the city. 
The great mushroom cloud.45 
Other writers also incorporated this ubiquitous symbol. Nancy Cato writes that the 
people of Hiroshima 'gathered mushrooms on autumn hillsides' .46 Rex Ingamells 
writes of 'swift mushroom growths of horror'.47 W.J. Guy's illustration for Dorothy 
Hewett's Late Night Bulletin shows a Japanese fisherman in a small boat looking 
nervously to his right where a Christ-like figure stands. In between them a mushroom 
cloud overshadows the picture.48 
Similarly, writers returned to the symbol of Hiroshima. Poems usmg this symbol 
cluster around the years 1956 to 1958, at a time when public awareness of both the 
dangers of radiation and the damage inflicted on the Japanese atomic bomb victims was 
growing in the community. Many literary responses to the atomic bomb were delayed 
in this way, partly as a consequence of U.S. censorship during the occupation of Japan. 
In later years Australian writers, many of whom were not alive in 1945, continued to 
return to Hiroshima to write about nuclear fears of the 1980s. 49 
44 Davies, "The Panic", p5. 
45 Throssell, The Day Before Tomorrow, p4. 
46 Nancy Cato, "Song of the A-Bomb", Overland, no.7, Autumn-Winter 1956, p2. 
47 Rex Ingamells; "The Great South Land - an epic poem", Great South Land. (Melbourne: Georgian House, 1951 ), 
£325. 
8 Dorothy Hewett, Late Night Bulletin. (Newham, Tas.: Wattle Grove Press, 1968). Mushroom clouds also appear in 
Dorothy Hewett, "Atomic Lullaby", Overland, no. 12,Winter 1958, p2, Dorothy Hewett, "Have you heard the 
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Twice Bitten. (Middlesex, Scorpion Press, 1961 ), p78, Rosemary Dobson, "Child of Our Time", in Shirley Cass, Ron 
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(Sydney: Ure Smith, 1971 ), pp75-76. 
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disarmament, (Sydney: Red Spark Books, 1985), pp27-8; Larry Buttrose, "A-bomb dome", The Weekend Australian 
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Perhaps the most pervasive theme in discussions about atomic energy is the 'crossroads' 
image, the allusion to a vital choice that will decide the future of humanity. Will we use 
this new technology to destroy ourselves (for evil) or to build a better future (for good)? 
Although it posits a choice there is actually no real choice to be made. A 'technological 
imperative' is at work, the notion that if we can do it then we must. While the good/evil 
nature of the choice pushes us away from destruction, we can only choose how to 
develop atomic technology, we can not choose not to use it. This 'crossroads' motif 
was used frequently by politicians, scientists and journalists. 
It is not surprising, then, that this 'crossroads' image was invoked by one of the first 
poems published in 1945 about the atom bomb. Its author, Ernest Briggs writes: 'This 
is a challenge to the human race I This is a focal point from which diverge I Two 
ways'.50 In using this dichotomy Briggs offers the reader the 'choice' between war and 
peace. A later post-apocalyptic poem by Race Mathews is titled "Crossroads" (1957)51 . 
.. 
In it he describes a lonely woman standing amidst a barren, post-nuclear landscape, the 
inevitable outcome of the wrong choice. 
Other evocations of the good/bad dichotomy urge the industrial development of nuclear 
power. This idea appears in a poem written by Rodney Hall in 1957 when Britain 
opened its first power-producing plant at Calder Hall, Cumberland. Hall begins with a 
reminder of the effect of the 'lethal atom' on Japan. At Hiroshima, Hall writes: 
'civilisation tottered I Beneath this colossal homicide'. The power station, he explains, 
'is Hiroshima's antipode'. 52 Earlier poems express this sentiment more vaguely. One 
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published on the 22nd August 1945 asserts: 'So good from evil may emerge I And 
sorely tried mankind progress I Further and faster in his urge I For the pursuit of 
happiness'. 53 
Another common theme is that humans have unlocked a secret of nature. Rather than 
being a linear progression in scientific achievement, it was a giant leap, something 
· bigger than and beyond any other achievement. The consequences of viewing this 
knowledge as a secret reflects Cold War fears that it must be protected from falling into 
the wrong hands. It meant making decisions about who should access and control this 
technology and how much the public should know. 
As we saw in chapter two the notion of penetrating nature's secrets was tied to mythical, 
magical and religious imagery, which all hinted at transgression into forbidden territory. 
The language used is also rich in sexual metaphors about conquest, penetration and the 
masculinity of the nuclear enterprise. 
Religious imagery itself took several forms. The most effective of these was mimicry 
ofreligious phrases. For example, Nancy Cato (1956) begins one poem: 
Suffer little children 
to come unto me, in disintegrated 
particles of radioactive dust; 
children of Hiroshima, with the smoke and fire 
heavenward ascending in a furious blast. 54 
Similarly, Dorothy Hewett (1958) mimics both a common lullaby and an evenmg 
prayer: 'Hush my baby do not cry I The mushroom cloud is in the sky I Now I lay you 
down to die I Lulla-lulla-lullaby'. 55 Both Hewett and Cato also refer to heaven. Hewett 
writes: 
0 praise the Lord from whom all blessing fall ... 
The gentle rain ... the gentle rain from heaven 
Has killed the children playing in the grass, 
Even as they raise their bleeding arms to heaven. 56 
Similarly, Cato claims that the bombing victims: 'have left I the earth I behind thetn 
/and in a I monstrous mushroom risen to I the cruel sky /where heaven used to be' .57 
53 T. the R., "So mote it be'', The Bulletin, 22 Aug. 1945, p 10. 
54 Cato, "Song of the A-Bomb", p2. 
55 Hewett, "Atomic Lullaby", p2. 
56 Hewett, "Atomic Lullaby", p2. 
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This imagery is quite powerful: no heaven suggests the death of God/goodness and no 
hope for the future. Hewett's evocation of heaven as the source of destruction is equally 
potent, hinting at Biblical-style obliteration by a vengeful God. This imagery is also 
evident in Olive Pell's poem, "Monte Bello" (1964): 
These hot, cool lights shall see 
the cataclysmic flash, 
the dead night, 
the cessation ... 
and on the fringe 
the annihilated form, 
the dread resurrection. 58 
Dorothy Hewett uses religious imagery in many of her later poems. A good example is 
"Late Night Bulletin" (1968), which begins by alluding to a biblical story: 
Oh! put the Geiger counter on 
The fish from Galilee , 
Christ's walking on the water 
And the fallout's in the sea. 59 
Other authors have also used religious phrases to similar effect. For example, Rodney 
Hall describes a nuclear power plant as 'the promised saviour' challenging the 
'disciples' of nuclear weapons. 60 In her play Pacific Paradise (1955), about the effects 
of nuclear testing on a small Pacific Island, Dymphna Cusack also appropriates 
religious imagery. The Inter-Atom visitors conducting the tests are seen as 'monsters', 
'devils', whose planes 'dive and roar like bats out of Hell'. One of the older Islanders 
uses 'traditional magic' to fight against the bomb, suggesting that magic must be 
defeated with magic. Another woman gasps when told of the bomb's destructive 
capabilities: 'This is Armageddon'. The professor she is talking to takes this remark 
seriously, and replies: 'In a sense but we have improved upon it. The Prophets would 
never have thought it possible to alter hereditary factors by radio-activity' .61 
In his play The Sun in Servitude (1961) Charles Rischbieth Jury incorporates classical 
mythology of the Greek Gods along with the contemporary nuclear threat. Apollo had 
been training Asclepius, his favourite son, in medicine. He had planned to make 
humans immortal. Zeus did not sanction this and thus sent his nuclear physicist, 
Cyclops, to kill Asclepius. On discovering that Zeus also intends Cyclops to destroy the 
57 Cato, "Song of the A-Bomb'', p2. 
58 Olive Pell, "Monte Bello", Gold To Win (Melbourne: Hawthorne Press: 1964), p70. 
59 Hewett, Late Night Bulletin, p I. 
60 Hall, "Hiroshima - Calder Hall", p5. 
61 Dymphna Cusack, Paci.fie Paradise. (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1991 ), pp24,23,22. 
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Earth, Apollo kills Cyclops. He is sent to serve penance as a junior lecturer in the 
English Department of an Australian University. Although Apollo has saved the Earth 
from Zeus' nuclear physicist, it matters little, as in the end humans destroy themselves 
anyway during a thermonuclear test. 62 
Some authors hint that humanity has usurped the gods' power of creation/destruction. 
Rex Ingamells writes after the 1946 Bikini tests that 'we could note the man-made 
horror of the God-made scene'. 63 Olive Pell writes eighteen years later (and a little 
more cryptically) that: 'A drop may drip I but it takes a stream to flow. I Only the Lord 
can know I if we'll use atoms His by right I as well as cheese mite'.64 Dulcie Deamer 
writes: 'You'll find everything limned in the volume called "All". I Who doesn't love to 
look I In God's big story-book?' 65 Similarly Peter Porter writes: 
To have caught God up is something. He said 
His patience would thin out. We have more tact 
And grow more tolerant every day. But in nature 
Comes the irony: the will to crush a larks' head, 
The force to break its wing, makes a terrible fact: 
We can lower the sun on a million creatures.66 
The use of this natural imagery is common throughout poems on atomic energy. One 
common metaphor for the atomic bomb is a blossom or flower. Phrases used include: 
'At that moment it came, the thing I Like an evil flower breaking', 'the H-bomb comes 
to seed', and that 'the Bomb shall blossom, out of this dreadful season, I swift 
mushroom growths ofhorror'.67 
Entwined with natural imagery were metaphors for sexuality and fertility. 68 Children 
were used as a potent symbol of the future. Some authors strengthened their 
condemnation of the atomic bombing of Japan by emphasising Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki's young victims. Nancy Cato (1956) describes the 'Children of Hiroshima' 
62 Charles Rischbieth Jury, The Sun in Servitude & other plays. (Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1961); Bedson & Croft, 
The Campbell Howard Annotated Index of Australian Plays, pp209- I 0. 
63 Ingamells, "The Great South Land", p325. 
64 Olive Pell, "Atomic Might", Gold To Win, p40-41. 
65 Dulcie Deamer, "Atom Bomb", in The Silver Branch: twenty-seven poems. (Dover Heights, N.S.W.: Swinburne 
Press, 1948), p26. 
66 Peter Porter, "The Conservation of Energy", Once Bitten, Twice Bitten, p53. 
67 Charles Hingham, "Nagasaki", Westerly, no.2-3, 1962, pp50-5 I; Porter "The Conservation of Energy", p53; 
lngamells, "Great South Land", p325. 
68 For a good discussion of sexuality and nuclear language see Cohn, "Sex and death in the rational world of defense 
intellectuals", pp687-718; Carol Cohn, "Slick 'ems, glick 'ems, Christmas tress, & cookie cutters: nuclear language 
and how we learned to pat the bomb", Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 43 (5), Jun. 1987, ppl 7-24. 
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who 'heavenward ascended in a glorious blast', while Charles Hingham (1962) writes 
of the suffering of the children still alive: 
Over the field they come, 
Her children, ten years older 
And deader than the twisting vine 
They had no share of luck, 
When someone did that deed 
And stripped hair from each head. 
Bald in the wind they come 
And their mouths are dumb.69 
Similarly, Pat Peck (1965) describes a mythical H-bomb survivor as: 'A child alone and 
afraid I Lies in a cave, and open grave I Broken body on stone laid, I Who will find, who 
will save?'70 In Ric Throssell's one act play Epitaph for the unborn (1955) he poses the 
problem of the rights of children who are yet to be born in a world threatened by nuclear 
armaments. 71 
Dorothy Hewett's "Atomic Lullaby" (1958) is written as a mother's lament for her 
child. Hewett mixes mimicry of lullabies and prayers with potent images of children 
suffering as they play outside, pray, and sleep.72 In "Late Night Bulletin" (1968) 
Hewett asks if 'the children we begat here' will forgive us for the post-nuclear world we 
have bequeathed them. 73 In "Have you heard the children singing" she again 
grotesquely mimics a child's rhyme: 'I heard the nursery children I Singing in an 
English town I "Hiroshima, Hiroshima I Now we all fall down"'. 74 In "A requiem for a 
child who died of leukaemia" Hewett uses the image of a dead child begging his mother 
to avenge him by publicising his death: 'Mother go out in the streets and cry aloud I 
That' this may never happen on earth again'. 75 
In Dobson's work this personal expression of a mother's fear symbolises the fate of all 
children. She later commented: 
69 Hingham, "Nagasaki", p50; Cato, "Song of the A-Bomb", p2. Perhaps Cato is also echoing the film of the same 
name, discussed in the previous chapter. 
70 Pat Peck, "H-bomb Survivor", Songs of Blossoming. (Ilfracombe: Arthur H. Stockwell), 1965, p44. 
71 Throssell's play was performed by the Independent Theatre, Sydney, for the ANZAC Festival in 1955, at which it 
won first prize. A copy of the play's script is located in the Campbell Howard Collection, Dixson Library, University 
of New England. Bedson & Croft, The Campbell Howard Annotated Index of Australian Plays, pp3 70-1. 
72 Hewett, "Atomic Lullaby", p2. 
73 Hewett, Late Night Bulletin, p4. 
74 Hewett, "Have you heard the children singing?", p90. 
75 Hewett, "A requiem for a child who died of Leukaemia", p84. For Hewett this symbol had personal resonance as 
her first son died from acute lymphatic leukaemia at the age of three. She provides a harrowing description of this 
time in Wild Card: an autobiography, 1923-1958. (Ringwood, Vic.: McPhee Gribble, 1990), ppl 77-182. 
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This poem was one of many written about the births of my three children and their entry 
into a seemingly ever more dangerous world. . . the poem is a personal response to the 
intrusion of an extraordinary threat to humanity in general. 76 
Judith Wright expresses a similar sentiment when commenting in her address to a 
writer's conference: 
For a time it seemed that the shock ofrealizing the terrible power of total destruction we 
now possessed had sobered the war makers. Then in 1950 came the Korean war, and a 
year or two later the first hydrogen bomb was tested. My daughter, born in 1950, was 
then a year old. The tests continued, obliterating islands in the Pacific. Human values 
seemed to vanish with them. I was writing for my daughter.77 
The poem she refers to is "Two Songs for the World's End" (1953). In it she writes: 
Bombs ripen on the leafless tree 
Under which my children play. 
And there my darling all alone 
Dances in the spying day . 
. . . I sent her out alone to play; 
and I must watch, and I must hear, 
how underneath the leafless tree 
the children dance and sing with fear.78 
These images of suffering children are often found side-by-side with a vision of an 
infertile woman or landscape, where barrenness represents the bleak future. For 
example, Charles Hingham's mourning woman in "Nagasaki"(1962) is 'barren, struck I 
In her womb by the bitter seed I The night has harvested'; while Rodney Hall (1957) 
refers to the 'sterile soil' of Hiroshima.79 
Humanity's punishment for tampering with nature is not only sterility but mutation. 
Race Mathews' "Crossroads" (1957) focuses on the sadness of 'a mutant woman', while 
R.G. Hay (1958) observes of Hiroshima's victims: 'The mutilations are on view in 
several hospitals I And two-headed progeny may be expected' .80 Throughout Pacific 
Paradise Dymphna Cusack mentions such disturbances in nature. When every litter of 
the Islanders' pigs are stillborn, the visiting professor notes that the radiation from the 
(presumably nearby) Bikini tests could be responsible. He states calmly that 
'radioactivity affects . fertility' and asks if there have been any other abnormalities. If 
there had been, he adds, 'it might have been of scientific interest. Reports from 
Hiroshima tell of an unusual number of abnormal children being born since 1945. I 
76 Letter from Rosemary Dobson to author, 22 Nov. 1999, in author's possession. 
77 Judith Wright quoted in Imagining the Real, p24. 
78 Judith Wright, "Two Songs for the World's End'', in Collected Poems, 1942-1970. (London: Angus & Robertson, 
1987), pl09. 
79 Hingham, "Nagasaki'', p50; Hall, "Hiroshima - Calder Hall", p5. Hall also refers to Calder Hall as the "fertile 
progeny of science". 
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shall bring my Geiger Detector across'. (To which one of the naive Islanders replies, 'Is 
that good for pigs?') On another occasion one woman claims that the visitors' tests 
'Corrupt the human seed; deform the child in the womb' which is seen by the professor 
as a question, not a condemnation. He replies: 'There can be no question of that with 
Amaryllis [the name given to the bomb]. It causes complete sterility'. 81 
Another common theme was the realisation that humanity could now destroy itself. 
Many suggested that their children were growing up in a different world. This is 
perhaps best illustrated in Rosemary Dobson's "Child of Our Time" (1965): 
Child of an age beyond my dreams, 
My comprehension, watch or care, 
Where of you go who may set foot 
Upon some distant radiant star? 
... I see the wounded moon, I fear 
The traveling star, the mushroom cloud, 
Beneath the perilous universe 
For you, my head is bowed.82 
Elsewhere Wright uses a similar image of a new age. In "Two Generations" (1955) she 
writes: 'your time's not mine, your place strange to my place. I We share this only- this 
that you will grow to understand I this intolerable bright destruction of all time and 
place' .83 
Later poems also express a growing awareness of the 'technical imperative' at work 
behind the crossroads choice. Olive Pell (1964) writes: 
Atomic. That's the word 
looming larger than the pile, 
more potent than the smile 
to the herd. The atomic herd. 
That is, us, 
seated in a bus, 
imperiled by a steel spark 
of our compulsive need 
to grow, to go.84 
Peter Porter writes of humanity's drive to progress: 'We only need the means, the will 
to good or evil I Does not matter'. 85 Judith Wright also touches on this theme, writing: 
'the wind is my own breath I whispering that the heart of man condemns the world to 
80 Mathews, "Crossroads, p5; R.G. Hay, "Petition", Overland, no.13, Spring 1958, p 15. 
81 Cusack, Pacific Paradise, pp! 8 & 22. 
82 Rosemary Dobson, "Child of Our Time", in Cass, We Took Their orders and are Dead, pp75-76. 
83 Judith Wright, "Two Generations, in Collected Poems, p125. 
84 Pell, "Atomic Might", p40-41. 
85 Porter, "The Conservation of Energy", p53. 
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death' .86 This theme of the autonomy of technology appears in Ernest Biaggini's play 
Dream Corner (1950). John Smith, an airman who dropped an atom bomb on a city 
during World War Three now suffers from a head wound. It leads him to dream of a 
future in which artificial insemination produces legions of soldiers for World War Four. 
An error in the breeding programme causes the soldiers to take the war into their own 
hands and put an end to 'human folly'. The play concludes on a pessimistic note. 
When he awakens Smith takes his own life, concluding it is better to join his victims 
than live to see such a future. 87 
Despite the rhetoric of choosing our future, then, these nuclear fictions evoke a sense of 
powerlessness, that atomic energy is something too big for humans to comprehend let 
alone control. Bruce Dawe's "Visualizing Armageddon" captures this feeling of being 
overwhelmed by technology: 
Visualizing Annageddon is a job 
for experts (or so the experts say) 
thank God somebody's got 
the stomach for it; scenarios 
as large as this require an expertise 
beyond the grasp of most of us, hard-pressed I to figure out our tax-returns.88 . 
Nancy Cato expresses a similar sense of submersion in her poem, "The Dance" (1950): 
Waking in childhood, with grey shadows making 
A last defence against the triumphant light, 
or giving up, to crouch trembling in corners, 
I have watched the atom-dance of black and white 
Speckling the walls and ceiling with a strange 
Inevitable motion, a tingling sense 
Of utter impermanence. 89 
R.G Hay (1958) writes: 
I signed a petition once 
Asking I know not who 
That the bomb happen again nowhere ever. 
Today my Gwen and five hundred thousand other 
Are being good and bad and all the mixtures that are people 
In Brisbane. 
Ih d . . 90 ope someone rea my pet1t10n. 
86 Judith Wright, "Two Generations", in Collected Poems, pl25. 
87 Biaggini's play was performed by the W.E.A. Players at the University of Adelaide, 20-22 July 1950. A copy of 
the script is held in the Campbell Howard Collection, Dixson Library, University of New England. Bedson & Croft, 
The Campbell Howard Annotated Index of Australian Plays, pp370 
88 Bruce Dawe, "Visualizing Armageddon", in Sometimes Gladness: collected poems, 1954-1987, 3rd. edn. 
(Melbourne: Longman Cheshire, 1988), p243. 
89 Nancy Cato, "The Dance", in The Darkened Window. (Sydney: Edwards and Shaw, 1950), p24. 
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Notably Hay writes: 'Then someone dropped a bomb' and hopes that 'someone read my 
petition'. Four years later Charles Hingham echoes this phrase, writing: 'When 
someone did that deed'. 91 This passive phrasing allows the authors to avoid mentioning 
American responsibility for the first atomic bombings. This pattern is apparent 
throughout early responses, as even those who condemn the bombing appear reluctant 
to place the blame on the United States. 
This attitude began to change in the early 1960s with the anti-Americanism of the New 
Left movement, whose critique questioned the Cold War paradigm limiting political 
choice to supporting either the U.S.A. or the U.S.S.R. In later poetry, writers began to 
criticise the U.S.' perpetuation of the nuclear arms race. One example of this is Bruce 
Dawe's "Process" (1965). He writes: 
At what stage in the process 
do faces become figures? 
How long does it take 
before nothing is left 
of the human integuments 
trolleyed into the ovens 
except a soft ash of 
statistical data 
for military experts 
in Top Secret reports 
to rake to and fro 
and stir up as it pleases them. 92 
Dorothy Hewett (1968) echoes this sentiment, stating that the 'brass hats fumble I the 
wrong buttons in the room' .93 This type of protest poetry became more common 
throughout the 1960s as many writers expressed their objection to involvement in the 
Vietnam War. 
The changed nature of warfare enhanced this sense of the inability of individuals to 
effect change. The experience of World War II had demonstrated there were no longer 
non-combatants. In the 'nuclear age', being a potential target held a special fear. Peter 
Porter writes in 1961: 
... wewait 
In town or country, taking our milk in 
Sending off to school 
90 Hay, "Petition", p15. 
91 Hingham, "Nagasaki", pp50-5 I. 
92 Bruce Dawe, "The Process", in A Need of Similar Name. (Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1965), pp16-l 7. 
93 Hewett, late Night Bulletin, p2. 
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Waiting for the balloon 
To go up, we wait for fire. It is part of the state 
A rigour for slack times, something to believe in.94 
In other words, it does not matter where you are (town or country), the bomb will get 
you. Similarly, poems about the bombing of Hiroshima emphasise the normality of 
citizens' lives before the explosion. R.G. Hay (1958) writes, 'At Hiroshima I A hundred 
thousand people were being I Good and bad and all the mixtures that are people'; while 
in Nancy Cato's poem (1956) they 'gathered mushrooms on autumn hillsides' and 'did 
their morning exercises, singing happily'. 95 
Hay's poem also hints at a growing awareness of globalisation. The atom bomb is 
dangerous to all citizens of the world, even those living in Brisbane. A city did not even 
have to be a target to be harmed by nuclear fallout. Like Nevil Shute, some writers 
imagined not an all-consuming fireball but the quiet extinction of the human race. In 
Nancy Cato's "After the Atom-Bomb Test" (1957) she writes: 'And then I I weep for 
that clever animal man, I So brave, so soon to follow all the rest'. 96 Cato later explains: 
'In the last line I forecast the extinction of the human race through their own 
"cleverness". Perhaps I was too gloomy- we are still around, so far' .97 
Paul Brians has said that nuclear fictions often make their readers uncomfortable. 
Unlike other war stories they are not read from the sheltered distance of victory, and are 
often offered as warnings, rather than entertainment.98 The Australian nuclear fictions 
clearly reflect this discomfort. From the most notorious (On the Beach) to the more 
obscure (Bowker's "A Dream"), they share a common quality: writers struggling to 
convey the alien experience of nuclear war. It is unsurprising then, though still striking, 
that writers turned to now familiar metaphors, images and ideas to discuss atomic 
technology. Sexuality, magic, religion, transgressions of boundaries - all convey the 
otherworldliness of atomic energy. These supernatural features seem to defy the 
attempts by scientists and politicians to normalise, contain and make atomic energy 
familiar. 
94 Porter, "The Conservation of Energy", p53. 
95 Hay, "Petition", pl5; Cato, "Song of the A-bomb", p2. 
96 Nancy Cato, "After the Atom-Bomb Test", in The Dancing Bough (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1957), p32. 
97 Letter from Nancy Cato Norman to author, 22 Nov. 1999, in author's possession. 
98 Brians, Nuclear Holocausts, p3. 
260 
In some cases writers show an inability to imagine anything other than terrible 
destruction, mass slaughter, and the death of everything. Others show a macabre world, 
physically untouched by explosions, where the population simply waits to die. In these 
scenarios the notion of 'survival' itself comes into question. Are 'survivors' those who 
do not die in the initial blast, but cling to life afterwards? Are the soldiers shooting 
civilians who are causing panic also 'survivors'? Or are 'survivors' those who try to 
behave like decent 'rational' human beings in the most irrational of situations? 
What these fictions reveal, perhaps more clearly than other sources, is the pervasiveness 
of both the familiar images and the fear they engendered. As Australian fictions, they 
show an awareness that Australia would probably not be the main target of a nuclear 
strike, but that in the nuclear age, such a distinction hardly matters. 
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CONCLUSION 
In an angry article appearing m Quadrant in November 1985, Lauchlan Chipman 
condemned the peace movement (or as he calls it, the 'appeasement movement') for its 
commemoration of the 40th anniversary of Hiroshima, and the American and Australian 
media for their reporting of its activities. They were 're-writing history'; hijacking the 
anniversary to promote their own contemporary anti-nuclear agenda. A. few 
commentators stoutly reminded audiences of the 'truth' of the bombing (that it ended 
the war, saved Allied lives, had nothing to do with racism, or antipathy for the U.S.S.R.) 
but their voices were overwhelmed by the sympathetic, anti-American revisionists. 1 
For Western nations, Hiroshima remains a contentious symbol. American historians 
have reviewed other vitriolic public debates that surround Hiroshima's anniversaries in 
the U.S. Of particular interest is the notorious 50th anniversary in 1995, when a 
planned Smithsonian exhibition giving a balanced view of the bombing was effectively 
censored by public outrage at, again, the 'rewriting of history'. 2 What these scholars 
find curious, as J. Samuel Walker notes, is the discrepancy between scholarly findings 
and the public memory of historic events. (For example, most scholars agree that 
Truman did not use the bomb to save American lives, although this is the most popular 
justification cited today. )3 
This divergence speaks of the pervasiveness of the early portrayals of the bombing. It 
also reflects the fact that Hiroshima is an emotionally contested site of remembrance. 
There are, of course, differences between the American and Australian experiences. For 
Australians there is not the same sense of responsibility for the atomic bombs' use. As 
the Bulletin noted in August 1945, Australians were observers to the bombing of 
Hiroshima.4 Much of the contention in the U.S. appears over the issue of 'guilt' - is it 
appropriate? Can it be incorporated into a culture which valorizes the notion of 
1 Lauchlan Chipman, "Ban the bombast: bombs, dust and television: the re-writing of history observed", Quadrant, 
24(11), Nov. 1985, pp45-8. 
2 Martin J. Sherwin, "Hiroshima and modem memory", Nation, 233, 10 Oct. 1981, pp329,349-53; Boyer, "The cloud 
over the culture", pp26-3 l; Boyer, "Exotic Resonances", pp297-3 l 8.; Dower, "Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the politics 
of memory", pp48-5 l; Tom Engelhardt, "Fifty years under a cloud; the uneasy search for our atomic history," 
Harper's Magazine, 292(1748), Jan. 1996, pp71-76; Tom Engelhardt & Edward Linenthal (eds.) History Wars: the 
Enola Gay and other battles for the American past. (New York: Metropolitan Books, 1996.) 
3 J. Samuel Walker, "History, collective memory, and the decision to use the bomb," Diplomatic History 19(2), 
Spring 1995, p319. 
4 "Like a thunderbolt", p6. 
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victory?5 Still, the U.S. veterans who denounce revisionists, saying the bomb saved 
their lives, are echoed by Australian servicemen. There is a similar sentiment that if 
you were not there, you cannot understand (or, presumably, criticise).6 
Australian POWs, whose mistreatment by the Japanese is still very much at the 
forefront of Australian popular memories of World War Two (witness, for example, the 
popularity of the A.B.C.'s recent drama series Changi and the valorization of 'Weary' 
Dunlop 7), express similar fears about the 'misrepresentation' of the past. Some interpret 
sympathy for Hiroshima and Nagasaki's victims as somehow cheapening Australians' 
suffering at the hands of the Japanese. 
I have argued in this thesis that the process of shaping these stories did not begin on the 
40th or the 50th anniversary of the Hiroshima bombing, but has been occurring since 
the first representations were presented, reiterated, challenged and defended. This 
persuasive process was at work when audiences revisited Hiroshima, or atomic 
possibilities, or atomic fears. 
From the perspective of the competing narratives discussed in chapter one, it makes no 
sense to suggest, as Chipman does, that those disagreeing with the traditional 
justifications for the use of the atomic bombs are 'rewriting history'. The history of 
which he speaks already contains such dissonant voices. They were merely muted by 
the dominance of those who supported the bombing. As I discussed in chapter seven, 
the anniversary of Hiroshima has been a site of protest in Australia since 1950. Peace 
activists who used 'Hiroshima day' to raise anti-nuclear awareness tried to contest the 
justifications offered for the bombings. As early as 1949 they argued that the bombing 
allowed Truman to forestall a Russian invasion, that many non-Americans fought and 
died to win the war, and that atomic death was far from swift. 8 Others used Hiroshima 
to different ends, most notably to argue that an atomic war was survivable. By 1985, 
the 'rewriting' of Hiroshima was also a part of history. 
5 Tom Engelhardt, The end of victory culture: cold war American and the disillusioning of a generation. (New 
York: Basic Books, 1995.) 
6 Peter Ryan, "Those who fought the war best armed to write the war", The Australian, 25 Oct. 1995; Paul Fussell, 
Thank God for the atom bomb and other essays. (New York: Summit books, 1988); LB. Holley, "Second guessing 
history", Technology Review, Aug.-Sep. 1995, 98(6), pp52-3. 
7 For a discussion of Weary Dunlop, see Graeme Davison, "The last hero? History and hero worship", in The use and 
abuse of Australian history. (St. Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2000), pp20-36. 
8 See "Atom bomb did NOT win war: useless slaughter killed 200,000", Tribune, 26 Aug. 1950, p3; "Film World", 
Tribune, 10 Sep. 1949, p4; "Atom bomb 'much better' - Menzies'', Tribune, 26 Jan. 1949, p3 & "'Eyes came out of 
sockets, legs shriveled into claws"', Tribune, 26 Aug. 1950, p3. 
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Attitudes towards the British nuclear tests in Australia have also changed over the past 
thirty years. Heather Goodall writes of a 'form of state-organised forgetting' which 
aimed to obscure the testing officials' 'confusion, doubt, negligence and haste' .9 This 
amnesia was challenged in the early 1980s by growing public interest in the tests. 
Service veterans agitated for an official inquiry. Several newspapers, particularly the 
Adelaide Advertiser, began their own investigations. 10 
In July 1984 the Hawke government announced the appointment of a Royal 
Commission into the tests. Many files were declassified. Scientists involved in the 
tests, such as Ernest Titterton, were called on to defend their actions. Researchers 
gathered oral testimony from the Pitjantjatjara and Y anykunytjatjara peoples about their 
experiences of the tests. The Commission concluded that safety precautions had been 
inadequate. During the early tests no safety monitoring took place. Later activity 
seemed more concerned with the appearance of safety, rather than actually ensuring it. 11 
Little had been done to measure the possibility of health effects on the nearby 
Aboriginal communities or on the testing personnel; or to determine the environmental 
impact of plutonium dispersal. 
Publicity surrounding the Royal Commission inspired further writing about the tests, as 
well as a feature film called Ground Zero. 12 The boom in publicity brought anxiety 
about the tests, which had lain beneath the surface during the 1950s, out into the open. 
It also revealed strikingly different public attitudes towards Britain. Many subsequent 
publications are stridently anti-British in tone. They reflect a growing cultural antipathy 
towards Menzies' 'tugging of the forelock' to the mother country. Joan Smith writes 
sarcastically: 'The relationship between the two countries in those early days seems to 
have resembled a marriage between a reluctant bridegroom and a very willing bride' .13 
Publications such as Smith's Clouds of Deceit, and Tame and Robotham's Maralinga: 
British A-bomb, Australian Legacy, display anger that Australia had been 'used' by the 
British, and that Menzies simply allowed this to happen. 
9 Goodall, "Colonialism and Catastrophe", pp55-76. 
10 Milliken, No conceivable injury, p32; on veteran's agitation see Tame & Robotham, Maralinga, ppl 78-96. 
11 Australian Royal Commission, Report, conclusions and recommendations, pp7- I l. 
12 See Milliken, No conceivable injury & Smith, Clouds of Deceit; Ground Zero (1987). Directed by Bruce Myles & 
Michael Pattinson, written by Mac Gudgeon & Jan Sardi. 
13 Smith, Clouds of deceit, p3 l. 
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While providing readable accounts of the tests, and later attempts to unravel the layers 
of secrecy surrounding them, these portrayals neglect their historical context. As 
Wayne Reynolds and Nicholas Kanarev argue, there were strategic reasons for 
Australia's seemingly blind compliance to the U.K.'s wishes. In particular, Menzies 
believed that Australian assistance would be rewarded with great access to nuclear 
technology. 14 
Two decades later, public interest in the tests continues. Recent claims by researcher 
Sue Rabbit-Roff, from the University of Dundee in Scotland, regarding the test 
personnel's use as 'guinea pigs' created media interest. 15 The Royal Commission 
concluded: 'Their exposure to radiation as participants in the trial programme has 
greatly increased the risk of cancer among nuclear veterans'; but was unable to quantify 
this risk. 16 Despite this recognition, many veterans continue to argue that their health 
was damaged by the tests, and that no one is really interested in their story. 17 
I have argued that it casts more light on this process of 'official forgetting' not to say 
merely that Australians were lied to, or manipulated, or deceived by scientists and 
political authorities, but to look more closely at how this persuasion took place. This 
allows us to see that the rhetorical persuasion men like Titterton used to 'naturalise' the 
bomb is echoed in other Cold War texts. 
In chapters one, two and five I discussed attempts to portray the atomic bomb as just 
another weapon. Truman and the U.S. Administration adopted this tactic after the 
bombing of Hiroshima; as did scientists who tried to downplay its revolutionary nature, 
by placing it within a continuum of progress. Those defending the use of the atomic 
bombs argued that death by atomic bombing was no different to being gutted by a 
bayonet. Testing authorities, and scientists like Ernest Titterton, also used such rhetoric 
to describe the British testing programme. Articles about nuclear power, too, tried to 
make atomic energy seem a realistic, practical endeavour. 
14 Reynolds, Australia's bid for the atomic bomb, pp217-9; Nicholas Kanarev,, "The nuclear dreamtime", p342. 
15 See press release, D. Ric Johnstone, President, Australian Nuclear Veteran's Association, "Nuclear weapons testing 
in Australia, 1952-1967'', <http://www.tac.com.au/-anva/news.htm>, Archived by the A.N.V.A., July 2000. 
16 Australian Royal Commission, Report, conclusions and recommendations, conclusion no. 74, pl5. 
17 See for example: Paul Langley, The truth surrounding atomic fiction : cold war propaganda and modern views 
regarding radiological safety in UK and Australia. (Noarlunga Centre, SA: P. Langley, 1996); Paul Langley, The 
nuclear century - one world or none: threads in political and scientific thought leading to the UK A bomb tests in 
Australia, the cultural background and the suppression ofjustice years after. (Noarlunga Centre, S.A.: P. Langley, 
1995); Paul Langley, The Monitoring of the radiological contamination of South Australian Drinking water: fallout 
for 40 years of silence (Noarlunga Centre, S.A: P. Langley for the Atomic Ex-Servicemen's Association, 1996). 
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How successful were attempts to 'normalise' or 'naturalise' the bomb? I would suggest 
not very, but that continued attempts to do so created some of the ambiguous and 
contradictory messages about atomic technology throughout this period. Rhetoric 
which normalised atomic technology was challenged by the evidence emerging from 
Hiroshima. Its vast destructive powers, the curious keloid scars on hibakusha, and 
stories of strange sickness which struck victims years after the blast, all spoke of the 
bomb's difference. Attempts to portray atomic explosions as spectacles, too, could 
create fear. The Bikini tests were intended as an unambiguous display of American 
power. Audiences, however, took away contradictory messages about the chances of 
survival, the pervasiveness of radiation, and new fears about atomic explosions in 
harbours. Similarly, attempts to reassure the public about the British testing programme 
could backfire. The publicity emphasising safety during the latter tests only served to 
convince some that their anxiety was justified. If there was no danger from fallout, why 
test for it? Why claim to monitor the weather so closely? Why send in scientific teams 
clad in futuristic radiation-proof suits? 
Many of the familiar metaphors this thesis explores could also be seen as ways of trying 
to 'contain' the atom. The pioneering language discussed in chapters three and four 
hints at attempts to subdue, conquer and master the unknown. Sexualising and 
domesticating metaphors similarly acted to tame and contain what was unfamiliar. But 
many of these metaphors are also contradictory. They speak instead of atomic energy's 
'strangeness' and humans' inability to control this power. The types of metaphors 
discussed in chapters two and eight - religion, magic, and sorcery - suggest the 
forbidden, the mysterious, and the idea of transgressions. While commentators spoke 
optimistically about the future being malleable, something humans could control 
through organisations like the U.N. or through World Government, there remained a 
sense that atomic energy was too supernatural for humans to master. 
Exotic images continued to remind of atomic energy's difference. It is this sense of 
difference which permeates fears of radiation, genetic mutations, crop damage, lesions 
on cucumbers and radioactive ash on leaves. It is this difference that led to the clear 
unwillingness of some to believe the reassurances of experts; and others to imagine how 
alien survivors would find the post-nuclear landscape. 
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Even the use of pioneering language could be seen as ambiguous. While it spoke of the 
need to master an alien continent, these discourses contain an undercurrent of failure. 
Discussions of atomic power, for example, express clear uneasiness about Australians' 
inability to use the country's resources properly. 
Atomic energy's role as a symbol of progress had both positive and negative 
connotations. Commentators could speak enthusiastically within the tradition of 
scientific optimism: the vision of the gleaming white city of the future, and technology 
as something which made human lives better. Atomic energy symbolised deeply held 
Western attitudes about progress. But it also embodied the double edged sword of 
science: its ability to create and to destroy. 
Horror at the atomic bomb represented more than just disgust over its effects in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It spoke of unease about the world view which praised all 
technological development, where technology progressed independent of moral review. 
It reflected distaste at the changed nature of modem warfare: the terrible loss of life in 
World War Two; the end of the old world order; dislocation of thousands of people; the 
aerial bombardment of civilians; the firestorms of Dresden and Tokyo; the 
concentration camps. Critics drew connections between the abstract, distanced 
mechanized destruction which could lead to both Auschwitz and Hiroshima. 18 
Despite repeated attempts to normalise it, atomic technology retained its quality of 
otherworldliness. Contemporary concerns about radioactive waste dumps in 'remote' 
country areas, debates about rebuilding the reactor at Lucas Heights, and concern about 
the environmental and social impact of uranium mining in Kakadu National Park 
demonstrate that nuclear issues still have the ability to excite, and to alarm, the 
Australian public. 
18 See for example Richard H. Minear, "Atomic Holocaust, Nazi Holocaust: some reflections," Diplomatic History 
19(2), 1995, pp347-365. 
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